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Abstract
This qualitative case study assessed the need for a Catholic Education Center (CEC) for
Catholic school principals within the United States. The research questions that were addressed
were: 1) How have Catholic school principals experienced support around complex and
controversial issues when conflicting viewpoints exist between school and Church leadership?
and 2) How have participants perceived Catholic Education Centers as a support system for
Catholic school principals?
Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, journaling, document analysis
and the use of analytical memos. Two-cycle coding was utilized in the data analysis (Saldaña,
2015) process requiring numerous iterative returns to the transcript and enabling triangulation
with the literature.
Miles and Huberman’s (2014) within case model was utilized in extracting themes. Data
sources identified obstacles that currently exist for a Catholic school principal in addressing
complex and controversial issues including the extent that hierarchical structure for Catholic
school leadership was perceived to impede (or not) the conflict resolution process and what
participants viewed as current and desired support for Catholic school principals. Participants’
responses indicated that partnership, frustration, and fear were common themes in a Catholic
school principal’s ability, autonomy, and authority to address complex and controversial issues.
Responses from participants in this study revealed the need for a third party Catholic
Education Center (CEC) with expertise in pedagogy, Catholic Church teaching, and best
practices within education, to enhance the current level of support for Catholic school principals.
Participants stated that, in order for a CEC to meet desired degrees of support for Catholic school
principals, a CEC must have the ability, autonomy and authority to provide guidance on complex
and controversial issues and only the arch/bishop may sanction a CEC with such ability,
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autonomy and authority. Participants believed that Catholic colleges and universities might
fulfill some elements of support for Catholic school principals by providing a repository of
documents and artifacts, maintaining a current listing of Catholic school personnel and their
areas of expertise, and by providing expert guidance on the intersection of spiritual and secular
requirements for principals.
The findings of this study support the need for third party support for Catholic school
principals when addressing complex and controversial issues. A Catholic Education Center
could act as the third party support if the CEC had the arch/bishop’s approval, granting the CEC
the ability, autonomy, and authority to provide guidance for Catholic school principals.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Catholic school principals have limited guidance on how to best serve the community
particularly when it comes to controversial issues. While Catholic school principals are expected
to meet both the secular needs of running a school as well as the spiritual needs of staff, students
and school community, many have not received specialized training to be a Catholic school
principal. The same is true of Catholic teachers in the classroom who look to principals for
direction and supervisors assigned to oversee the work of those teachers and principals. This
absence of training and guidance can be problematic in a Catholic culture that demands much
from its education system. In some areas of the United States, the country, a third party Catholic
Education Center exists to fulfill the need for training and guidance for those who provide
Catholic schools with direct supervision. Currently a paucity of research exists that documents
the benefits or challenges of these Centers in providing guidance and support. This study will
examine the perceived impact and effect of a third party Catholic Education Center on Catholic
school principals within the western United States. The two research questions guiding the
inquiry are:
1. How have Catholic school principals experienced support around complex and
controversial issues when conflicting viewpoints exist between school and Church leadership?
2. How have participants perceived Catholic Education Centers as a support system for
Catholic school principals?
This chapter provides the reader background knowledge to aid in the understanding of the
unique qualities and considerations that are inherent to Catholic school principals including
governance structures, limited authority, controversial issues, DEI (Diversity, Equity, and
Inclusion) emphasis, and observing fidelity to Church teachings while serving the community.
Finally, the case is made that the current hierarchical structure for Catholic school principals and
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the current conflict resolution process lead to the case for a third party Catholic Education
Center.
Catholic Schools Governance Structure
Catholic schools are required to address both the secular and spiritual needs of their
school community (Lee, Dedrick, & Smith, 1991; McDonough, 2010). Catholic schools are
required to show that all of their students meet (or exceed) all state academic content standards
(Oregon Department of Education [ODE], 2020) as well as integrating all the components of
being a Catholic School (Ozar & Weitzel-O’Neill, 2012) into the education program (Canon Law
Society of America, 1999; McDonough, 2010). Similar to public schools a Catholic school is
expected to prepare students for the choices that they will need to make later in life; however,
Catholic schools have the added expectation to specifically address how to make informed
decisions aligned with Catholic values (McDonough, 2010; Miller, 2006). Trying to integrate
and navigate state academic requirements and the arch/diocesan requirements entails special
training and support to successfully meet both the secular needs of a school as well as the
spiritual needs of its students and staff (McDonough, 2010; Miller, 2006). This specialized
training is rare. The hierarchical structure that exists within the Catholic Church can, I posit,
impede a Catholic school principal’s ability to successfully meet both the secular and spiritual
needs that exist in their Catholic school community.
Catholic schools associated with a parish. Within Catholic school systems, the
governance structures may include people in positions of decision-making authority who have
little to no training in the area they have been asked to oversee (Gervais, 2011; Lee et.al., 1991).
Authority, in this case, refers to Pogorelc and Davidson’s (2000) definition of external authority
which is defined as having the ability “to safeguard and disseminate the traditions of faith” (p.
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148). For example, there are Catholic schools which are part of a parish (Haney, 2010). The
Catholic school is one branch of the multiple ministries that a parish offers (Polka, Litchka,
Mete, & Ayaga, 2016). All ministries within a parish, including the school, fall under the
leadership of the pastor (Ciriello 1996; Durow & Brock, 2004; Canon 515). The pastor is the
highest authority for the parish (Canon 528) and is considered a sanctified leader of the Church
by right of his ordination (Vaticana, 2011). It is through the pastor’s ordination that the Catholic
Church believes the pastor is a sanctified Church leader and is acting with the full authority of
Christ himself regarding teaching, regulating, and approving Church practices. This authority, to
act as Christ himself, is rooted in the scriptures and early Church history (Vaticana, 2011). While
the pastor is responsible for making the final decisions regarding issues that arise in his parish’s
Catholic school, the pastor may or may not have training, experience or an interest in running a
Catholic school (Durow & Brock, 2004). This also means that the pastor may or may not be
aware of current pedagogical best practices much less trends in education or changes in
instruction and assessment necessitated by new curriculum (Durow & Brock, 2004; Urbanski,
2013). In a perfectly balanced system where both the spiritual and secular needs of the student
are met, the school principal would be hired as the expert that runs the parish school and the
pastor would provide oversight to ensure the school’s compliance with the mission and vision of
the parish (Ciriello, 1996; Durow & Brock, 2004). The current governance structure, however,
requires the principal to receive permission from the pastor before making any decisions the
pastor determines as significant (Urbanski, 2013). Durow & Brock’s (2004) summary of an
Educational Research Services report states that one of the main reasons Catholic school
principals leave their positions is the “imbalance between authority given and level of
accountability expected” (p. 194). Historically, the support of the parish pastor was crucial to the
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success of the Catholic school and that remains true today (Hunt, 2000). A conflict can arise
when a pastor makes a decision without the training or experience to make a decision informed
by best educational practice, much less the understanding of what the impacts of his decisions
might be for the school (Durow & Brock, 2004). What is known, according to Bryk et al. (1993)
is “The current need is not only of restructuring but of renewal” (p. 326) and “that business as
usual for Catholic schools will no longer sustain them” (Montejano, 2010, p. 377).
Non-parish Catholic schools. Catholic schools that are not part of a parish also follow a
similar governance structure with the biggest difference being who has the highest level of
decision-making authority over the aspects of the school program, staffing and operations. Some
non-parish operated Catholic schools are considered the ministry of a local diocese and are under
the direct authority of the bishop while others are a ministry of a religious order and would be
under the direct authority of the head of the order (Polka et al., 2016). For the purpose of this
paper, the head of a religious order will be referred to as the Superior General even though the
specific title for the head of each religious order varies. In both cases, the bishop or the superior
general may or may not have any more training, experience or interest in running a Catholic
school than a parish pastor. The principal, as in the parish model, would still need to obtain the
bishop’s or superior general’s permission when making significant decisions (Haney, 2010;
Montejano, 2010).
The Catholic School Principalship
As previously mentioned, the Catholic school principalship is only as successful as the
principal’s ability to meet secular and spiritual needs of the school community (McDonough,
2010; Miller, 2006). A Catholic school principal may need support to meet the secular and
spiritual needs due to limited authority, controversial issues that arise, an emphasis on diversity,
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equity, and inclusion, and conflicting viewpoints between supporting the fidelity of Church
teachings versus serving the community, particularly when trying to decide how to follow one’s
conscience.
Limited Authority. Catholic school principals, regardless of whether they practice in a
parish, arch/diocesan, or religious order school, have limited authority to make educational
decisions, no matter their level of training or experience in leading Catholic schools (Durow &
Brock, 2004; Urbanski, 2013). This limited authority is a direct result of the hierarchical
structure that exists within the Catholic Church (Gervais, 2011; Lee et al., 1991).
Prior to the Second Vatican Council, which began in 1962, Catholic schools were run by
priests or nuns (sisters) with very few or no lay staff working within the school. However, the
Second Vatican Council redefined the role of the laity, people who do not receive the sacrament
of Holy Orders. With that change, lay teachers began to perform instructional duties in Catholic
schools (Polka et al., 2016). According to the Departments of Catholic Schools in Portland, OR;
San Jose, CA; and San Diego, CA (2020), which form the focus of this work, lay teachers or
principals must have a valid state teaching or administrative license, with the appropriate subject
area endorsement, to accept a position in a Catholic school (Cepelka, 2019). However, while the
lay principals were expected to have the training and experience required to work within a
Catholic school, that was not always the case for the priests and sisters who remained in
supervisory positions during the time of transition (Polka et al., 2016). As time passed and
educational practices and policies changed within Catholic schools, there became an increased
level of frustration among Catholic school principals due to an imbalance of power between the
pastor, bishop, or superior general and the principal (Durow & Brock, 2004; Polka et al., 2016).
In studies conducted involving principals of Catholic schools (Britt, 2013; Durow & Brock,
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2004; Polka et al., 2016) frustration was reportedly due to the principal having no autonomy to
make decisions without approval from the pastor, bishop, or superior general and the pastor,
bishop, or superior general were perceived to lack the expertise to make a decision informed by
best educational practices and current educational contexts (Urbanski, 2013). When a principal
had an opinion that conflicted with the pastor, bishop, or superior, the principal had few options
except to comply with their superior’s direction or risk disciplinary actions (Polka et al., 2016).
Durrow and Brock (2004) felt this power imbalance existed into the 21st century and was
often cited as a reason why Catholic school principals resigned from their positions. While
Catholic schools must adhere to any archdiocesan or diocesan standards, as well as compliance
with any mandates from the Archbishop or bishop, the governance structure continues to name
the pastor, bishop, or superior general as the ultimate authority in seeing that the vision and
mission of the parish, arch/diocese, or religious order is followed and enhanced within the
Catholic school (Haney, 2010; Montejano, 2010). While the pastor, bishop, or superior are the
ultimate authority regarding the overall vision and mission of the parish, the job of enacting and
embedding the vision and mission within the school in a way that serves the needs of the
students should be the job of the principal. It is the principal who was hired to make educational
decisions based on their training and experience in Catholic schools (Cook & Durow, 2008;
Montejano, 2010). Therefore, when a pastor, bishop, or superior general does not have training,
experience, or expertise in educational best practice while working within a school and does not
work in collaboration with the principal, frustration occurs (Durrow & Brock, 2004; Polka et al.,
2016). This frustration increases when the principal is expected to address controversial issues
where they must comply with state regulations and the expectations of the archdiocese without
support (Polka et al., 2016).
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To further add to the frustration expressed by Catholic school principals, the
interpretation of what it means to be a lay principal or teacher of a Catholic school is not always
interpreted the same in the literature (Haney, 2010; Montejano, 2010). There are conflicting
interpretations in studies of leadership and efficacy (Britt, 2013; Bush & Glover, 2014; Courtney
& Gunter, 2015) on what autonomy a lay teacher or principal has to address the parish’s vision
and mission within the school. Specifically, it is unclear on what authority a lay minister,
woman religious, or any Catholic person who has not received the sacrament of Holy Orders has
within the role of a Catholic school principal or teacher (John, 1999; Klein, 2000). Holy Orders
is a sacrament that sanctions a baptized male as either a deacon, priest, or bishop, meaning only
men who choose to become deacons, priest or bishops may receive the Sacrament of Holy
Orders (John, 1999; Klein, 2000; Olson, 2006). Everyone else is considered part of the laity.
The role of the laity specific to what a lay person can and cannot do within the Church’s
hierarchical structure is not always interpreted in the same way (Lee et.al., 1991).
Consideration regarding the role of the laity was addressed in the Second Vatican
Council and additionally, there have been many documents addressing everything from the
collective laity in Sensus Fidelium, to Encyclical Humanae Vitae which addresses sanctity of life
to Amoris Laetitia which addresses matters specific to Catholic family (John, 1999; Second
Vatican Council, 1963). Sensus Fidelium addresses a time when conflict between the collective
conscience of the people (not to be confused with majority thought) no longer aligns with the
directions of the Church leaders (priests, deacons, bishops). Amoris Laetitia addresses what
pastoral care for families should look like, along with who are members of a family (John, 1999;
Second Vatican Council, 1963). These would be guiding documents for a lay principal in
determining how to deal with issues that arise and the families they serve. At the same time,
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literature exists on a call to action for the laity to follow the Gospels, which are at the root of the
Catholic faith (Collopy, Brown, & Taylor, 2012). As Olson (2006) points out, members of the
laity have two obligations: moral concerns and earthly affairs. For a member of the laity to
ignore his or her conscience regarding moral affairs risks condemnation from Christ based on
Olson’s interpretation of Gaudium et Spes (GS 43). The delicate balance of moral concerns and
earthly affairs is a complex one that requires a lay person to decide how to respond when a
controversial issue arises. Situations like these exemplify the decisions where principal would
benefit from guidance and support from those who understand the issues faced both by the laity
and those ordained in the faith. The laity is expected to respect and abide the authority of priests,
bishops and archbishops as sanctified leaders of the Church (Canon 528; Vaticana, 2011) while
also having the moral obligation to minister to all people (Montejano, 2010; Olson, 2006). For
the Catholic school principal and teacher, all people include all those within the community
(Polka et al., 2016; United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 2005). However, the way in
which a lay person may minster to the community, or in this case the autonomy for a principal or
teacher to decide how to address their students’ needs, is restricted to situations for which the
principal or teacher receives permission from their supervisor (Durow & Brock, 2004; Polka et
al., 2016). For the purpose of this study, a Catholic school principal’s superior refers to the
person who acts as the immediate supervisor to the principal.
The problem is clear, a Catholic school principal or teacher has the moral obligation to
follow their inner faith based on the Gospels (Leahy & McShane, 2011; Miller, 2006;
Olson2006) and to rise up against decisions that the Catholic Church makes that no longer align
with the collective conscience of the people (Sensus Fidelium), while still recognizing and
honoring the Church leaders who are sanctified with the full authority of Christ himself
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(Vaticana, 2011). Where does this leave a lay Catholic school principal or teacher except in a
position where guidance is needed to discern both their moral and secular obligations as a
principal and teacher? The hierarchy of the Catholic Church requires the principal or teacher to
seek guidance from the same authority (priest, bishop, superior general) that made the decisions
that the principal or teacher does not feel follow the Gospel message. Since there is no
recognized third party with authority to offer advice or mediate concerns between both the
principal and teacher and the priests, bishops, or superior general, an imbalance of power
adversely impacts final decision-making (Cook & Durow, 2008; McDonough 2010; Walbank
2012). This imbalance of power, has led members of the laity to the belief that the deacons,
priests, or bishops are not open to discuss, much less provide guidance, on some of the
controversial issues currently facing Catholic Schools (Collopy, et al., 2012; Miller, 2006;
Montejano, 2010). Considering the governance structure that places the laity under priests,
deacons and bishops and lack of an available third party for the laity to have open discussions
with an authorized third party about controversial issues, there can be confusion on how to
resolve controversial issues.
Controversial Issues. Controversial issues can occur for a Catholic school principal
trying to navigate diversity, equity, and inclusion issues including those pertaining to race,
culture, gender, social economic status, and the sexual orientation of their students (Gervais,
2011; McDonough, 2010; Durow & Brock, 2004). For example, it may be difficult to find an
acceptable way to describe students (this might be a discussion about use of an individual’s
personal pronouns) that both honors the individual student but does not conflict with the
teachings of the Catholic Church (Miller, 2008; O’Keefe, 2011). While there are many
researchers that offer insight on how to navigate these issues, the fact that many seminal authors
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cannot agree on the approach complicates the issue for Catholic school principals (Cheney &
Barringer, 1995; Cooper, 2003; Crowley & Wall 2007; Delpit, 2012; DiAngelo, 2018;
Hammond, 2015; Howard, 2001; Oluo, 2018; Picower, 2009; Tatum, 2017). Further, depending
on the type of Catholic school (parish school, private school, extension of a religious order),
there may or may not be a support system beyond the hierarchy itself for the principal to vet the
issues, particularly as they apply to a Catholic school (Leahy & McShane 2011; Polka, et al.
2016). Between the current societal emphasis on inclusion and equity within all schools (Cooper,
2003; Crowley & Wall, 2007; Deplit, 2012; DiAngelo, 2018; Hammond, 2015) and the lack of
effective examples of Catholic school diversity, equity, and inclusion programs (Collopy et al.,
2012; Crowley & Wall, 2007; Long, Brown, Nagy-Rado, 2007), topics that arise from diversity,
equity, and inclusion issues can become quite controversial for a Catholic school principal.
Emphasis on Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion. Catholics believe that all people are
created in the image of God and thus deserving of dignity (O’Keefe, 2011; McDonough, 2010)
While Catholic schools have a strong mission for passing the faith along to the students, Borrero
(2010) argues that Catholic schools must foster a collaborative learning environment for all the
students and that this cannot occur without learning to understand and respect the cultural
diversity of the students within the school. Education must promote the common good (Collopy
et al., 2012; Grace, 2002) and meet the needs of all learners (Mayotte, Wei, Lamphier, & Doyle,
2013). If one believes that this also applies to Catholic schools, principals must help their staff
make a paradigm shift as educators are called to teach a changing population within Catholic
schools (Montejano, 2010). This paradigm shift is essential, according to Hammond (2015),
because students only learn when they can make connections to their previous experiences.
These connections Hammond asserts enable students to engage and apply meaning to the new
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content. In order for this paradigm shift to occur within Catholic schools, Catholic school
principals must educate themselves on how to incorporate and honor the unique cultural
characteristics of their students (Montejano, 2010). More than honoring the cultural
characteristics, Catholic school principals must work to transform Catholic schools in order to
further human rights, which is an expectation set forth in the Gospels (O’Keefe, 2011; Collopy et
al., 2012).
Several researchers believe that Catholic school principals must systematically address
diversity, equity, and inclusion issues but not all authors agree on the best approach in tackling
these topics (Collopy et al., 2012; Hammond, 2015; Haney, 2010; Vlazny, 2019). This lack of
consensus compounds the frustration for Catholic principals as they try to provide the best
possible educational environment for their students. Leahy and McShane (2011) state the
educational environment must first and foremost be founded on the Gospels and include a
commitment to academic excellence, character development, and faith development. Yet, in a
time when diversity, equity, and inclusion issues are gaining attention within the policies and
practices of the American school systems, O’Keefe (2011) prompts educators to identify the
dominant culture and biases that exist within (Catholic) schools as a way to embrace the
changing student populations including students who are marginalized by the system. This is of
particular importance as Hammond (2015) and Howard (2001) state that learning will vary from
person to person due to cultural norms and SES (Socioeconomic status) factors and it is often a
student’s culture and SES that determine if a student is marginalized or not. According to Garcia
and Guerra (2004), a student is considered marginalized if the student comes from a low SES
and/or a cultural background that does not align with the predominant culture of the school
community. Often, the predominant culture refers to middle-to-upper class Caucasians (Garcia
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and Guerra, 2004; Oluo, 2018). Further, Whipp and Scanlan (2009) stress that marginalized
students struggle to remain engaged in the learning process which places emphasis on the need
for their education to be both relevant and culturally informed. Aveling (2006), Hyland and
Noffke (2005), and Oluo (2018), state that marginalized students, which in their research
primarily refer to Black students, must see themselves reflected in their school environment in
order to be successful. Learning must be relevant.
It can be overwhelming when a Catholic school principal is expected to be an expert in
diversity, equity, and inclusion issues as they apply to Catholic schools (Polka et al., 2016)
particularly when a paucity of literature exists for addressing diversity, equity, and inclusion
issues in a Catholic school and what does exist does not contain strategies on how to enact
sustainable and universal changes for Catholic schools. Further, Catholic school principals may
not have a direct supervisor who is current on diversity, equity, and inclusion issues much less
have experience in vetting the intersection of diversity, equity, and inclusion issues and faith
obligations within a Catholic school (Durow & Brock, 2004; Polka et al., 2016; Urbanski, 2013).
What happens when the accepted practices for diversity, equity, and inclusion issues in secular
schools contradict Church teaching?
Conflicting Viewpoints – Fidelity of Church Teachings vs. Serving the Community.
When a lay Catholic principal receives conflicting viewpoints on how best to serve the Catholic
school community, while staying true to the fidelity of Church teachings, the principal has
limited resources to help guide him/her in making decisions (Belmonte & Cranston, 2009; Cook
& Durow, 2008; McDonough 2010; Walbank 2012). This can be the result of the Catholic
principal and the principal’s direct supervisor having different visons for the school (Brock,
2004; Cook & Darow, 2008). The differences in vision may leave a lay Catholic school principal
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in a position where he or she must balance the moral and secular needs of a Catholic school, with
a direct supervisor who may have little or no formal training or experience in how moral and
secular needs are addressed within Catholic education. Without a third party to provide
informed guidance or help mediate, the principal is left with an unresolved debate on how much
the principal, as a lay person, is obliged to follow his or her conscience and professional training
in making decisions and how much he or she is required to follow the direct orders of his or her
superior (Olson, 2006).
Following Ones Conscience. To understand the likelihood that a principal might follow
his or her conscience when making decisions about issues that directly conflict with the
principal’s spiritual beliefs, one must first understand the types of teachings that exist within the
Catholic Church (McDonough, 2010; Olson, 2006). All Catholic teachings fall into two
categories; infallible and non-infallible. Infallible teachings involve a “doctrine of faith or
morals” (Canon Law 749.1). Infallible teachings pertain to dogma (matters of faith and morals)
or doctrine (information that is divinely revealed by the Holy Spirit). Non-infallible teachings are
beliefs the Church proposes to be true but are not considered divinely revealed (Canon Law,
749.2; McDonough, 2010; Sullivan, 2012). The governing body that creates and oversees the
non-infallible teaching of the Church is called the Magisterium. They are the highest authority
with regards to the teachings of the Catholic Church (McDonough, 2010; Sullivan, 2012). The
Magisterium is made up of the Pope, the highest Catholic leader in the world, as well as a
council of bishops (McDonough, 2010; Sullivan, 2012). Any infallible teaching must come from
the Magisterium. Church leaders who are not members of the Magisterium including priests and
bishops “do not enjoy the prerogative of infallibility” (Ford, 2013, p. 125). Church doctrine is
interpreted and disseminated through The Magisterium so that there is a unified understanding of
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the Gospel message (Ford, 2013; McDonough, 2010). In order to keep the fidelity of the Catholic
Church’s teachings, the hierarchical structure is strictly followed when it comes to the
interpretation of matters of faith. This includes those issues that might be considered
controversial in so much as there is no direct Gospel reference to the issues and thus an
interpretation of the Gospel message is needed in order to provide consistent guidance
(McDonough, 2010; Sullivan, 2012). Some examples of such an issue in Catholic schools might
be if an openly gay, transgendered, or non-Catholic parent wishes to enroll their child in a
Catholic School (Montejano, 2010; Payne & Smith, 2012; Collopy, et al., 2012).
Catholic lay principals are expected to uphold the official Church teachings (as
determined by the Magistrate) while also having the moral obligation to follow their conscience
when they believe there is a grave moral issue (Borrero, 2010; Leahy & McShane, 2011;
McDonough, 2010; Montejano, 2010; Whipp & Scanlan, 2009). The principal must be able to
recognize the difference between a popular secular belief and a grave moral issue. By definition,
a grave moral issue (Canon 915) is considered a mortal sin. A mortal sin is an action that is
intentionally committed with full awareness and consent of the person committing the act and
involves subject matter that must be "seriously disruptive of ecclesiastical or moral order"
(Canon 915, 916). The biggest difference between conflicting viewpoints on popular beliefs and
a grave moral issue is that a grave moral issue calls into question whether the person interpreting
the issue is acting (in that moment) as a true representative of Christ. If the principal feels that
the supervisor is not acting as Christ, then the principal is morally obligated to challenge the
priest’s, bishop’s, and superior general’s decision (Bartunek, Hinsdale, & Keenan, 2006; Olson,
2006).
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Hierarchical Structure and Conflict Resolution
The hierarchical structure of the Church currently does not include reference to or the
existence of a third party, with authority, to offer guidance and direction for a principal who is
trying to discern competing viewpoints on complex and controversial issues (Lee et.al., 1991;
Montejano, 2010; Olson, 2006). This I argue leaves a gap in support for Catholic school
principals. Either the principal must truly feel the supervisor is no longer acting with the
authority of Christ or the principal must follow the supervisor’s decision even when the
supervisor does not have the experience and expertise that would allow for an educated decision
on the matter at hand (Leahy & McShane, 2011; Montejano, 2010; Schuttloffel, 1999). While
the Church’s teachings in these areas are non-infallible teachings (McDonough, 2010), there is
little to no literature on how a Catholic principal should balance the needs of an individual
student verses the societal expectations of the kind of student Catholic schools serve (Collopy et
al., 2012).
The hierarchical structure also impacts a Catholic school principal’s ability to serve the
people in the community. Catholic educators are required, through their work within a Catholic
school, to promote the common good of the society, not just Catholic society (Grace, 2002;
Hollenbach, 2003; McDonough, 2011; Topping, 2015; United States Conference of Catholic
Bishops, 2005). When limitations on who can enroll in a Catholic school occur, or educational
practices are limited because of the direction of the pastor, bishop, or superior general, a Catholic
school principal often must follow the pastor’s, bishop’s or superior general’s decision or risk
termination for insubordination (Durow & Brock, 2004; McDonough 2010). So in cases when
the Catholic educator feels the decision of his/her superior conflicts with a personal call to serve
the mission of the Gospel, the Catholic educator may be putting his or her livelihood and
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professional reputation on the line if he or she challenges his/her supervisor on the supervisor’s
decision (Durow & Brock, 2004; McDonough 2010). While McDonough (2010) states that it is
the responsibility of a Catholic school to find ways to serve the entire community, the Catholic
lay principal and the supervisor may have conflicting viewpoints on a prudent way to reach the
community. In this case, a conflicting perspective does not mean that the supervisor is not
acting (in that moment) as a true representative of Christ (Canon 528). While it may mean that
the lay principal’s and priest’s, bishop’s, or superior general’s interpretation of what it means to
be Christ-like varies, it does not mean that the pastor is committing a grave sin (Canon 915).
Since the pastor has the full authority of Christ regarding teaching, regulating, and approving
Church practices, the pastor has the final decision on how to interpret and implement the
Gospels, including what it means to serve the community (Vaticana, 2011).
The Case for a Third Party
Given the articulated need for guidance or mediation around decision-making for
controversial issues, a third party that has expertise in pedagogy, Catholic Church teaching, and
best practices within education could act as a mediator between a principal and supervisor to
allow for a variety of options when addressing controversial issues as opposed to the principal
either complying with the pastor’s decision or fearing termination for not complying (Durow &
Brock, 2004; Urbanski, 2013). The third party would be comprised of experts who would ensure
that matters of faith and morals follow the teachings of the Catholic Church while also providing
expertise in helping principals meet the needs of the community (Ciriello 1996; Durow & Brock,
2004). Such a third party could advise a principal on how to address a controversial issue that
requires a delicate balance between social justice outreach and maintaining the integrity of the
school’s mission (Ciriello 1996; Durow & Brock, 2004). However, with the existence of an
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expert third party, there needs to be a clearly defined governance structure that outlines who has
the authority, ownership and leadership of the school.
Leadership Boards. Britt (2013), describes three types of leadership boards, a type of
third party that could be adopted to help define governance structures as well as ways to ensure
that curriculum meets the basic standards of a Catholic school. These include moving from a
single administrator model (principal only) to a consolidated Catholic school system where
multiple parishes combine to form one regional system, to creating consultative boards, and to
creating boards with limited jurisdiction. Britt’s (2013) discussion of the three types of
leadership boards, in my view, could inform Catholic school structures, their effectiveness, and
the areas in which they need to improve. But there is a paucity of literature around third party
support systems with authority to guide lay Catholic principals, expertise specific to pedagogy,
experience in and knowledge of Catholic Church teaching, and knowledge of best practices
within education. These third party supports are, I submit, essential to provide guidance around
controversial issues in Catholic schools. What research exists on third party support for Catholic
educators and Catholic school principals does not adequately address a Catholic school
principal’s ability to successfully meet both the secular and spiritual needs of an individual
Catholic school community much less to meet those needs with confidence and the backing of a
recognized authority (Gervais, 2011; Lee et al., 1991; McDonough 2010). Further research is
needed on models that can effectively provide that support in our complex society while still
observing the Gospel traditions and teachings.
This study aims to add to the body of research on third party Catholic Education Centers
with a focus on supporting Catholic school principals as they address controversial issues within
the context of a Catholic school. In addition, this study will show how the current hierarchical
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structure for Catholic school principals impedes (or not) the current conflict resolution process,
specific to how to address controversial issues. This study will help address the paucity of
existing research on the benefits or challenges of Catholic Education Centers providing guidance
and support for Catholic school principals.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
This chapter includes a review of the literature pertaining to support and guidance for
Catholic school principals. To appreciate the timeliness of this study and understand the needs of
Catholic school principals for support in making decisions around complex issues, it is important
to consider the literature around Catholic schools in Community, shared vision as a catalyst for
change, the imbalance of power, sources of guidance for Catholic school principals, leadership
and sharing a vision and vision limitations associated with Catholic school governance
particularly when looking for literature pertaining to the two research questions:
1. How do Catholic school principals experience support around complex and controversial
issues when conflicting viewpoints exist between school and Church leadership?
2. How do principals perceive Catholic Education Centers as a support system for Catholic
school principals?
Given the depth of research in each of the areas mentioned above, this chapter did not intend to
offer an extensive account of each previously mentioned area but rather offered a focused review
on these topics as they related to the potential need for a Catholic Education Center (CEC) for
Catholic school educators within the United States. This literature informs our thinking around
the structures and processes of Catholic schools and how they have developed historically as
well as how they exist in the current context of America’s Pacific region.
Laying out the Problem – Need for Ongoing Support
In 2006, the Notre Dame Task Force on Catholic Education (2006) reported that 95% of
Catholic school teachers and 50% of Catholic school principals were lay staff members. Further,
only 20% of new Catholic school principals are specifically trained at a Catholic university for a
position within a Catholic school (Cook & Durow, 2008).
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Previously, Catholic school faculties and administrators were predominately, if not
entirely comprised of religious priests, brothers, or sisters who worked in Catholic schools as
part of their vocation (Durow & Brock, 2004; Notre Dame, 2006). Because many of the Catholic
schools were founded as part of the mission of an arch/diocese or a religious order, the Catholic
school governance structure mirrored the relationship that the priest had with the arch/diocese or
the religious brother or sister had with their religious order (Durow & Brock, 2004; Gervais,
2011; Notre Dame, 2006).
As more lay principals assumed roles in Catholic schools previously held by religious
priests, brothers, or sisters there were a number of impacts including but not limited to a massive
impact on Catholic school funding, since lay principals collect salaries whereas religious priests,
brothers, or sisters often only collected stipends (Durow & Brock, 2004; Notre Dame, 2006).
While there is ample literature on the impact that transition from religious to lay principals had
on issues of funding, Catholic school teacher and principal pre-service programs, and the
development of Catholic school identity (Durow & Brock, 2004; Notre Dame, 2006; Wallace,
1997) there remains limited research on a third party support system to help a Catholic school
principal navigate the imbalance of authority and accountability that comes with a Catholic
school principalship (Durow & Brock, 2004).
The hierarchical structure of the Catholic school governance systems was created in a
time when most Catholic school employees were religious priests, brothers, or sisters (USCCB,
2005; Notre Dame Task Force, 2006). As the role of lay staff increased in all types of Catholic
schools, authors including Britt (2013) discuss why the traditional structure for K-12 Catholic
schools, which rely on single parish support, needs to change. In the traditional model, the
pastor and bishop have disproportionate control over the parish school as compared to the
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pastor’s and bishop’s level of training, expertise, and experience (Durow & Brock, 2004).
Further, that control becomes one of the main sources of frustration for Catholic school
principals because the bishop does not need to consult the staff nor any data prior to making a
decision (Britt, 2013). Garcia and Guerra (2004) found that educators, in this case the bishops in
charge of the schools, are not willing to address the issue of disproportionate control because
they do not view themselves as part of the problem. The effect of this disproportionate control
on Catholic school principals can be seen in Durow and Brock’s (2004) study that found
“conflicts in school governance, changes in the school’s vision, and politics prompted (Catholic
school principals) to leave schools” (p. 200). So while the bishops have the authority to make
decisions without consulting the staff, this hierarchical structure no longer works in the same
way as when the school employees were bound by their vocation which relied on the hierarchical
structure (Britt, 2013; Durow & Brock, 2004; Gervais, 2011).
Another issue facing Catholic schools arose when the transition from religious to lay
principals increased the cost of running Catholic schools (Britt, 2013). The increase cost in
salaries makes some parish-sponsored Catholic schools no longer feasible (Britt, 2013; Haney,
2010). These increased costs combined with lower enrollment numbers at some Catholic parish
schools prompted the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops to state “We will need to
utilize the collective wisdom of the members of our Church and the society in which we live if
we are to be successful in this effort” at the Renewing Our Commitment to Catholic Elementary
and Secondary Schools in the Third Millennium conference (June 2005).
Coupling the increased salary costs with the frustration “over who has the ultimate
authority to lead and manage the local Catholic school” (Polka et al., 2016, p. 224) calls for
alternative governance structures and leadership models to be explored and implemented (Britt,
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2013; Durow & Brock, 2004; Haney, 2010; Polka et al., 2016). Haney (2010) articulates a
necessary change in the governance structure that moves away from the current hierarchical
structure to the possible adoption of a collaborative support system for Catholic school principals
who, in this new collaborative support system, would have both the knowledge and authority to
research, create, and modify policy (Haney, 2010). Such a collaborative approach would allow
for third party support structurally, and in real-time as policies and practices are considered. This
is particularly true when “Catholic education continues to be faced with the challenges of
finances, diversity, leadership, current pedagogical methods and Catholic identity” (Hunt &
Carper, 2004, p. 398).
Situating Catholic Schools in Community
Catholic schools were created to serve their community by integrating Catholic ideals and
values within the day-to-day aspects of the school life (Collopy, et al., 2012; Sullivan & Pena,
2019). Catholic values make the mission and vision of the Catholic school unique from other
types of schools within the United States (Collopy, et al., 2012, Grace, 2002; Haney 2010;
Leahy, McShane, 2011; O’Keefe, 2011). Catholic schools must provide a Gospel-based
education that helps all students make sense of the world and prepares them for their future
(Hunt & Nuzzi, 2006; Rose, 2009). In addition to meeting all state standards, Catholic schools
must also integrate Catholic values with the curriculum adhering to the Code of Canon Law
(Collopy, et al., 2012; Cook & Durow, 2008; Haney 2010; O’Keefe, 2011). This integration of
state standards and Catholic values requires specialized training for Catholic educators
(Belmonte & Cranston, 2009; Cook & Durow, 2008; Mayotte et al., 2013; Sullivan & Pena,
2019; Walbank, 2012; Watzke, 2005). Catholic schools are designed to provide a place where
Catholic values are integrated into every aspect of a Catholic student’s school day, but as
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discussed in McDonough (2011), Grace (2002), and Topping (2015), Catholic schools must
serve the needs of the entire community, not just Catholics (Polka et al., 2016; United States
Conference of Catholic Bishops, 2005). More than just serve the academic and social needs of
the community, Crowley and Wall (2007) state that in order for Catholic schools to truly
embrace the Gospels, a Catholic school must “affirm the dignity of all students and educate a
diverse student body.” This sentiment is echoed by many researchers (Borrero, 2010; Leahy &
McShane, 2011; Sharkey, & Keenan; 2014; Whipp & Scanlan, 2009) who discuss the need for
Catholic educators to understand and embrace the Gospels as the foundation of Catholic
education (Hunt, 2000). It is equally important for Catholic school principals, in particular, to
have specialized training at the time of hire, and ongoing professional support to continue to
learn to understand and embrace the Gospels with issues that arise over their tenure as principal
(Cook & Durow, 2008; Leahy & McShane, 2011). It is this broader understanding of community
that extends the teaching beyond Catholic families to include all who are served by the gospel
mission. That makes Catholic schools unique in comparison to their public counterparts and it
provides another opportunity for collaboration with third party support systems when issues need
to be addressed in community.
Embracing the Gospels – No universal approach. In order to embrace the Gospels,
Catholic schools need a clear and consistent application of Catholic ideals and values within the
curriculum (Borrero, 2010; Montejano, 2010). With Catholic schools making up the largest faithbased school system in the world, it is surprising how “very little systematic scholarship and
research attempts to assist, evaluate, and develop this great enterprise as it faces the many
challenges of the contemporary world” (Grace, 2009, p. 8; Whipp & Scanlon, 2009).
Miserandino (2017) states that Catholic schools focus on core values and purposefully embracing
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the need to work with the poor and marginalized within the school curriculum. While the specific
terms used to identify the ideals and values of a Catholic school vary, the literature emphasizes
themes of academic excellence, service to the community, and honoring the unique gifts of each
individual (Borrero, 2010; Collopy, et al., 2012; Crowley & Wall, 2007; Leahy & McShane,
2011) as typical pursuits. This variation in terms can often be attributed to the different types of
Catholic schools that exist within the United States.
Using the most simplistic categories, Catholic schools include parish schools that are part
of an individual parish and are ultimately governed by the arch/diocese and private Catholic
schools that are most often governed by a religious order such as the Jesuits, Marianists, or Holy
Cross (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 2018). Researchers associated with the
Jesuits, Marianists, or Holy Cross orders, use terminology for the ideals and values of a Catholic
school that reflects the particular mission and vision of that individual religious order (Crowley
& Wall, 2007; Dallavis & Johnstone, 2009; O’Keefe, 2011; Wallace, 1997). Postman (1996)
echoes this by stating that the culture and climate of a school community vary depending on
where the school is located, who the leaders and stakeholders are, and the extent to which a
shared vision is identified and followed. While the specific terminology may vary in the school’s
vision statement, the ideals and values are rooted in the particular sponsoring religious order, and
variations exist between the different Catholic schools. For this reason, Haney (2010) states that
part of embracing the Gospels requires Catholic principals to share the work their school is doing
in regards to living out their vision statement. Through this sharing, other Catholic schools can
use their work as a working model for issues as they arise within their own community (Haney,
2010). A question arises in the literature regarding whose role it is to facilitate the sharing of
ideas and resources between Catholic schools? The question, authors point out, is harder to
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answer then it might seem because leaders within the Catholic Church do not agree on a
universal mission and vision for Catholic schools particularly when it comes to controversial
issues that arise from secular culture (Davies & Kennedy, 2009; Haney, 2010; Miller, 2006;
Sample, 2017; Vlazny, 2019; Walbank, 2012; Whipp & Scanlan, 2009).
The foundation for Catholic education is rooted in the Gospels, and apparent from the
literature, there currently is no expert on Catholic schools within the hierarchical structure to
offer person-to-person guidance to a principal on how to address student and staff needs while
also holding to the teachings of the Catholic Church. Nor is there a source book for Catholic
school principals to use when trying to find the best way to apply Catholic ideals and values to
all situations that the Catholic educator may encounter (Borrero, 2010; Leahy & McShane, 2011;
Montejano, 2010; O’Keefe, 2011). While The Catholic Source Book (Klein, 2006) is a reliable
source of prayers, traditions, scripture, and Church teaching, it does not contain guidance on how
to address issues with non-Catholic school students who attend Catholic schools, who may be
from different cultures and religions, and whose parents may not be living a in a way that
embraces Catholic teaching. One example of such an issue might be a Catholic school principal
that is researching the pros and cons of adopting Hammond’s (2018) approach to Cultural
Responsive Teaching (CRT) practices into the school’s vision but is seeking guidance on the
parameters within the Catholic faith. While there is a plethora of research related to CRT
instruction in public schools, the research in the adoption and application of CRT within a
Catholic school is considerably less.
Literature exists on social justice and Catholic social teaching as it applies to a Catholic
school, including works on a Catholic school’s role in working with marginalized students
(Belmonte & Cranston, 2009; Crowley & Wall, 2007; Montejano, 2010). Several researchers
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(Collopy, et al., 2012; Garcia & Guerra, 2004; Whipp & Scanlan, 2009) define marginalized as a
student that is from a low SES family and is not a member of the dominate class which is most
often considered middle to upper class Caucasians. Crowley and Wall (2007) state that
marginalized students need to stay engaged in the classroom, be recognized and honored for who
they are, and see examples of leaders that emulate themselves in looks, culture, and customs.
However, conflict can arise when Catholic school principals try to address issues such as gender
identity and recognize and honor the marginalized students for who they are (McDonough,
2010). Traditionally this has meant that Catholic schools teach students to recognize the value
and dignity of each person, while conforming to the social norm of a Catholic school community
(Nuzzi, 2006; Polka, et al., 2016). This an example of where administering the Gospels can cause
principals conflict and where resources and support from a third party would provide a Catholic
school principal guidance in making that determination for controversial topics not addressed in
The Catholic Source Book (Klein, 2006) nor available from an expert within the existing
hierarchy.
Embracing the gospel message within society’s current focus on social justice involves
acknowledging one’s personal values and beliefs. According to Hammond (2015) one of the first
things an educator is asked to do when starting the process to adopt Culturally Responsive
Teaching is to recognize the biases that they carry and how those biases perpetuate behavioral
reactions within the classroom. Delpit’s article focused on black children, yet many of the
concerns regarding current educational practices are echoed for students with learning issues
(Collopy et al., 2012; Nuzzi, 2006; Whipp & Scanlan, 2009). Practices such as not accepting
students with learning disabilities and an unwillingness to adapt curriculum for students
diagnosed with a learning disability while enrolled in a Catholic school, further marginalizes
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these students and does not model inclusive teaching nor Gospel values (Collopy et al., 2012;
Crowley & Wall, 2007; Long, Brown, & Nagy-Rado, 2007). Crowley and Wall (2007) state that
Catholic education must be inclusive of all students, which calls into question how a Catholic
school that cites the Gospels as the foundation for the mission and vision of the school can
exclude marginalized students. Regardless of how Catholic schools incorporate changes in
broader societal values from theory into their practice, these practices must be clear and
consistent in their implementation in order to be successful (Crowley & Wall, 2007; Maier, et al.,
2016). Knowing that clarity and consistency are key to a successful implementation, Maier, et
al. found that when those making the decisions do not agree, there will be a “multitude of
barriers to implementation” (p. 109) of these practices.
Montejano (2010) discusses the inclusion of “the new immigrant” (p. 372) and that
researchers “estimate that by 2040, 63% of the U.S. population will be ethnic minorities, with the
great majority of these coming from … Spanish-speaking countries” (p. 371). Montejano (2010)
continues to state that “immigrants from Mexico… are the most underrepresented group in
Catholic schools” (p.372) and have yet to have their needs effectively addressed by Catholic
school principals. Catholic school and parish programs must change to create an inclusive and
welcoming environment in order to truly claim that programs are rooted in the Gospels. The
need for Catholic communities to change, to make a paradigm shift from established programs to
programs that reflect the needs of all people in the community, can be found within the social
justice literature which focuses on the Church’s need to minister for all people (Collopy et al.,
2012; Montejano, 2010; Whipp & Scanlan, 2009).
When you consider these community changes with a shifting demographic of students
that attend Catholic schools, the limited funding resources Catholic schools can offer, and the
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lack of shared resources with other Catholic schools in the area (Long, Brown, Nagy-Rado,
2007), there is clearly a case for third party guidance for Catholic principals on how to serve all
the students in his/her school while maintaining the integrity of Catholic social teachings. At
best, inconsistencies exist in how various Catholic school principals apply Catholic ideals based
on the culture, community, and physical location of their school (Borrero, 2010; Leahy &
McShane, 2011; Montejano, 2010; O’Keefe, 2011).
Inconsistencies in governance. Inconsistencies in the operation of Catholic schools may
be attributed to the governing structures within the Catholic School system, namely whether the
Catholic school is part of a parish and thus directed by an arch/diocese, or if the Catholic school
is private, and an extension of a religious order. Most Catholic elementary and middle school
programs, which typically include grades K-8 are predominately run by a single parish (Haney,
2010; Walbank, 2012). Catholic high schools are most often sponsored by a religious order or an
arch/diocese versus a single parish (Walch, 1996).
Single parish schools are reflections of the parishes that sponsor them. This means that
the resources, funding, and vision for the school matches that of the parish (Haney, 2010;
Montejano, 2010; Walbank, 2012). While Canon Law guides the Catholic school mission and
vision, practical application of that law and the limited resources that a single parish can support
have left a gap in the diversity of students that attend Catholic K-8 schools (Walbank, 2012).
One example of this diversity gap comes from the results of the USCCB’s Catholic School
Children with Disabilities survey of Catholic school principals (Crowley & Wall, 2007). In
2002, only 7% of Catholic school students, in grades PreK-12, were identified as having a
learning disability, with 87% of the schools that responded stating that the school did not have
the staffing, program, or funding to meet the needs of students with disabilities (Crowley &
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Wall, 2007). This lack of funding, in part, is because Catholic schools receive little to no public
funding to help support children with learning disabilities (Crowley & Wall, 2007; USCCB,
2002). While the Individual’s with Disabilities Act (IDEA) allocates funds to the public school
district where the student lives, Crowley and Wall (2007) state that “less than 1% of the children
with disabilities in Catholic schools receive services under IDEA” (p. 508). Long, Brown, and
Nagy-Rado (2007) suggest that Catholic educators need to consult and collaborate with other
Catholic school educators in order to help children with disabilities be successful in Catholic
schools and it is through this shared consulting and collaboration that students with learning
disabilities may find inclusion within Catholic schools (Long, Brown, & Nagy-Rado, 2007).
Another population that needs to be addressed regarding the diversity of students that
attend Catholic schools are students who are marginalized. Social justice calls Catholic school
principals to address the achievement gap that exists for marginalized students, particularly
students of color and low-income students (Collopy et al., 2012). According to Whipp and
Scanlan (2009) “gaps persist between espoused commitments to (social) justice and models of
enacting these commitments for Catholic schools” (p. 209). Since perspectives of social justice
are inconsistently applied in Catholic schools, Whipp and Scanlan (2009) suggest that
partnerships between K-12 schools and Catholic colleges and universities would help build
Catholic school professional learning communities to support efforts to provide an education for
all students. Collopy, Similarly, Bowman and Taylor (2012) challenge Catholic school principals
to work in collaboration with other Catholic school principals to help transform the achievement
gap for marginalized students that attend Catholic schools.
While both the research teams of Long, Brown, and Nagy-Rado (2007) and Collopy,
Bowman and Taylor, (2012) suggest Catholic school teachers and principals collaborate with
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others to address the lack of student diversity within K-8 Catholic schools (Walbank, 2012),
Catholic school principals must first receive permission from their supervisor (pastor or superior
general) in order to change admissions procedures, curriculum, or funding/budget items that
might be needed to address the social justice issues involved with marginalized students and the
achievement gap (Durow & Brock, 2004). If the supervisor does not want to address the needs of
marginalized students, then opportunities to collaborate with other Catholic school principals
may not be provided. In order to evoke change, the Catholic school supervisor must share the
same vision as the principal and teachers (Haney, 2010).
The pastor, who is the ultimate authority of a parish, is directed by Canon Law to guide
Catholic school policies and practices, while maintaining ultimate authority over the mission and
vision of the parish (Canon 528). This means that a single person, the pastor, may make the
controversial decisions about issues that arise within the parish school, whether or not the pastor
has specific training, expertise, or an openness to growth in education (Crowley & Wall, 2007;
Montejano, 2010). Parish schools are reflections of the parishes that sponsor them, and the
pastor has the final say within the parish about controversial decisions. A Catholic principal can
be best served by a pastor that embraces the parish school and is open to a culture of continual
improvement or they must hope for a strong arch/diocesan Department of Catholic Schools that
will help the Catholic principal navigate controversial issues with their pastor (Crowley & Wall,
2007; McDonough, 2011; Miller, 2006; Montejano, 2010). The Department of Catholic Schools
does not have the authority to override a pastor’s decision, however they may act as a mediator at
the direction of the bishop/archbishop (Canon 515; Ciriello 1996; Durow & Brock, 2004).
Issues arise if the Department of Catholic Schools has limited resources to support and
inform Catholic school principals or is limited in its authority to challenge a pastor’s perspective
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(Durow & Brock, 2004). In such situations, a Catholic educator may seek direction from the
bishop/archbishop of the arch/diocese. As the ultimate authority within the arch/diocese, the
arch/bishop (or someone appointed by the bishop) can circumvent a pastor’s decision, but the
internal politics involved with a principal going to the pastor’s superior is of great concern as this
action could result in the principal’s termination (Crowley & Wall, 2007).
Private Catholic schools are not governed by a parish. They fall under the governance
structure of the sponsoring religious order. This means that while they operate within the
arch/diocese of the arch/bishop, they are not tied to the same hierarchical structure as a parish.
Because many of the religious orders have adopted education as part of their mission and vision,
the chances of having a person within the order that has some educational training, experience,
and genuine interest in the discipline is higher than compared with that of a parish priest (Whipp
& Scanlan, 2009). Each religious order has their own perspectives on Catholic social teaching
which impact their stance on controversial issues. For example, some of the larger orders such
as the Jesuits (Society of Jesus), Marianists (Society of Mary), or Holy Cross have more
resources to research and address controversial issues. The Jesuits have 189 universities
worldwide and 60 high schools in the United States; the Marianists have 19 schools that include
high schools, colleges, and universities, and Holy Cross has 24 high schools and universities
(Catholic Directory, 2018). Because of their size, as compared to a single parish or small
arch/diocese, these same orders have the power to adopt policies that work for all of their schools
nationally or worldwide and do not need to follow the localized needs (or restrictions) of the
particular arch/diocese where their Catholic school is located (Whipp & Scanlan, 2009). In
many ways, a Catholic educator within a single parish or small arch/diocese receives less
direction when it comes to controversial issues because while each religious order has their own
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approach and vision on how to navigate the view of the local Catholic authority, the arch/bishop
makes the decisions for controversial issues (Crowley & Wall, 2007; Montejano, 2010).
By comparison, some of the smaller religious orders do not have the resources to research
and address controversial issues so they follow the local bishop/archbishop’ direction. The
smaller orders do not have the ability to challenge the direction of the local bishop/archbishop
for fear of censure or reprimand but also simply because they do not have the power that comes
with an international religious order (Durow & Brock, 2004; McDonough, 2010; Whipp &
Scanlan, 2009).
In the literature, Catholic schools clearly occupy a unique place in the education system
of the country and they face unique challenges related to their Gospel Mission. Acting upon that
Mission can create challenges with issues of social justice and changing societal norms within
the expanded community served by Catholic schools. The inconsistencies that arise due to
differences in school structure and governance can create uncertainty for lay principals especially
around controversial issues. There appears to be an equally clear need for informed professional
and faith guidance from outside the hierarchy of the Church to help principals navigate these
issues while remaining within the Gospel teachings.
Shared Vision - Catalyst for Change
The culture, community, and physical location in which the school is located directly
affect the ideals that are embraced or avoided within a given school (Postman, 1996). Catholic
schools are no exception (McDonough, 2011; Polka et al., 2016; Topping, 2015). Given the
changing social contexts of Catholic schools and their need to adapt within the Gospel teachings,
several authors promote the development of a vision and mission statement as a necessary
catalyst for such change, stating that the vision becomes the transformative call to action for
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Catholic educators to tackle controversial topics as they arise (Borrero, 2010; Hallinger & Heck,
2002; O’Keefe, 2011; Topping, 2015; Valli, Stefanski & Jacobson 2018). Haney (2010) states
that a shared vision is required to enable those who graduate from Catholic schools to use the
ideals and values that were taught in order to “help build a world of care and concern for all
God’s people” (p. 205). Ayala and Galletta’s (2009) research also supports a shared vision,
particularly one that focuses on student learning, as it includes ways to make students feel heard
and valued. When students feel valued, they learn to embrace legacy through generational links,
reciprocity by giving back to the school-community, and build their own capacity for change by
seeing loss as a new opportunity (Ayala & Galletta, 2009).
Change is not an easy task, requiring a Catholic school principal to investigate capacity
for change by identifying resources available to navigate controversial issues as they arise. For
pre-service teachers and new administrators, the literature identifies different resources and
support structures for change that include partnerships with universities, professional
development models for integrating preservice lessons, curriculum development, governance,
personnel issues and operational training (Borrero, 2010; Fullen, 2005; Hallinger & Heck, 2002;
Karadag & Oztekin-Bayir, 2017; Leahy & McShane, 2011; Long, Brown, & Nagy-Rado, 2007;
Mayotte et al., 2013; Montejano, 2010; De Nobile, 2017; Valli et al., 2018). As Catholic
educators and new principals are more and more removed from their initial pre-service training
and support systems, there are fewer resources available that can provide the guidance and
mentoring they require later in their career (Melley, 2019; O’Keefe, 2011; Sharkey& Keenan,
2014). Colleagues at the school and professional peer relationships Catholic educators have or
may form, often become the primary source of training and guidance following their induction
training as a teacher or principal (Melley, 2019; O’Keefe, 2011; Sharkey& Keenan, 2014).

34

Person-to-person training for Catholic school teachers and principals may be “more powerful
than any formal training they might receive” (Schein, 2010, p. 56) when they have experience or
training themselves in the issue at hand. The question as yet unanswered is where does a
Catholic educator go to seek information about issues that peers have not yet encountered
themselves?
Sources of Guidance for Catholic School Principals
Researchers suggest the question as to where a Catholic school principal can go to seek
guidance is particularly important in situations where the principal and the principal’s supervisor
do not share the same vision of what Catholic social teaching looks like within their Catholic
school (Collopy, et al., 2012; Long, Brown, & Nagy-Rado, 2007; Scanlan, 2008; Whipp &
Scanlan, 2009). Agreement with regard to Catholic social teaching means that a Catholic
school’s principal and direct supervisor must believe that issues such as Diversity, Equity, and
Inclusion must be addressed as a way to improve the educational experience for marginalized
students (Collopy, et al., 2012; Long, Brown, & Nagy-Rado, 2007; Scanlan, 2008; Whipp &
Scanlan, 2009). These authors go on to state that if there are differing opinions between a
Catholic school’s principal and direct supervisor for working with marginalized students,
inconsistencies will be seen in the enactment of that Catholic school’s role in addressing the
needs of marginalized students (Borrero, 2010; Collopy, et al., 2012; Long, Brown, & NagyRado, 2007; Montejano, 2010; O’Keefe, 2011; Sharkey& Keenan, 2014; Whipp & Scanlan,
2009). These differences of opinion leave Catholic educators and principals without clear
direction when it comes to controversial issues, such as if an openly gay, transgendered, or nonCatholic parent wishes to enroll their child in a Catholic School (Montejano, 2010; Payne &
Smith, 2012; Collopy, et al., 2012). Without clear direction, inconsistencies in how individual
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schools address controversial issues will exist across arch/diocesan schools further complicating
the role a Catholic school plays in working with marginalized students (Mayotte et al., 2013;
Montejano, 2010; Sharkey& Keenan, 2014; Walbank, 2012).
According to Payne and Smith (2012) inconsistencies between individual schools within
a diocese arise when educators do not know how to develop or use policies for marginalized
students in a Catholic school. Curriculum and student services need to resonate with all students
by connecting the curriculum and services in a way that includes the culture and experiences of
the students (Weilbacher, 2012). For Catholic school principals to acquire a deeper
understanding of the needs of marginalized students, collaborators with the wisdom and
authority to help further the principal’s understanding of the topic are needed. An expert third
party could fill this gap.
An Imbalance of Power
The Catholic Church is run by a clear hierarchical structure that places the Bishop of
Rome, more commonly referred to as the Pope, at the top of the hierarchy. Cardinals are second
in line of power, Archbishops are third, Bishops are fourth, priests fifth, deacons are sixth and
the laity in seventh and last place (CCC, 2000). All members of the hierarchy, except the laity,
receive the sacrament of Holy Orders which ordains those receiving this sacrament to be Christ’s
apostles and to carry out his work (CCC, 2000, 1536). It is this hierarchical structure that leads to
the imbalance of power between a lay teacher or principal and supervisor who is a priest,
superior general, or arch/bishop (Britt, 2013; Durow & Brock, 2004; Gervais, 2011). This
imbalance of power between the pastor and the lay Catholic school principal continues “as a
challenging issue in many contexts”…and is … “highly problematic for some principals”
(Belmonte & Cranston, 2009, p. 294).
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Catholic school principals must obtain permission from the local Church authority (in this
case the parish priest, superior general, or arch/bishop) to make controversial decisions
potentially involving the fidelity of the Catholic faith (Polka et al., 2016). Research indicates
that when principals must ensure that the local Church authority’s view on controversial issues,
as they pertain to Catholic schools are followed (or not if the local authority is unwilling to
address the issues), Catholic principals may be left with an imbalance of power and no solution
to address the needs of the local school community within the principals’ understanding of the
Gospel message (Leahy & McShane, 2011; Montejano, 2010; Schuttloffel, 1999). Scholars
further suggest that this imbalance of power struggle over how to interpret and integrate the
Gospel messages into a Catholic school is not something that can be ignored simply because the
local Church authority has a different view or is unwilling to make a public statement rooted in
tenets of the Church regarding a controversial issue (Wallace, 1997). Catholic schools must
integrate Catholic ideals and values in such a way as to use every aspect of the school day to help
the students further develop their faith (Borrero, 2010; Collopy, et al., 2012; Sullivan & Pena,
2019). This faith development must incorporate social justice by teaching students how to work
with others within the community and how to create a welcoming, diverse, and inclusive
Catholic school (Grace, 2002; Collopy, et al., 2012; Montejano, 2010). In this way, Catholic
schools will have a vision that is clearly rooted in the Gospels (Montejano, 2010; Crowley &
Wall; 2007). According to the literature, this vision is essential in developing a welcoming,
diverse, and inclusive Catholic school and must be supported by the school personnel, the school
community, and the governing board of the school (Mayotte et al., 2013; Montejano, 2010).
While considerable literature exists on how to develop a shared school vision and mission
statement, which for Catholic schools would include embedding Catholic ideals and values, there
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are few studies illuminating supports for principals already working to achieve that vision in
Catholic schools (Borrero, 2010; Mayotte et al., 2013; Montejano, 2010). Several authors
promote the development of a vision and mission statement as a necessary catalyst for change,
stating that the vision becomes the transformative call to action for Catholic educators to tackle
controversial topics as they arise (Borrero, 2010; Hallinger & Heck, 2002; O’Keefe, 2011;
Topping, 2015; Valli et al., 2018). Haney (2010) states that an enacted shared vision is required
to enable those who graduate from Catholic schools to apply the ideals and values that were
taught in order to “help build a world of care and concern for all God’s people” (Haney, 2010).
Walbank (2012) emphasizes that a Catholic school is more than the icons and symbols of faith,
but rather the faith must be visible through the social justice initiatives found within the
school. If adoption of these social justice initiatives is not allowed by the supervisor, principals
will need to find a different way (or not) to address the individual circumstances within the
school community (Walbank, 2012). However, there is a grave concern that when principals
adopt different ways of addressing individual circumstances, this will “lead to a fragmentation of
the understanding of what makes a Catholic school Catholic…(which) seems to be a
combination of … admissions and … how to be a Catholic presence in the community”
(Walbank, 2012, p. 180).
Leadership and Sharing the Vision
Several researchers (Bush & Glover, 2014; Heck & Hallinger, 2010; Courtney & Gunter,
2015; Durow & Brock, 2004) identify various types of leadership styles, particularly in regards
to a school principal. Regardless of the types of leadership styles, these researchers state that a
principal must have a clear vision regarding the school’s mission along with the ability to convey
that vision to those who work with him/her. But too often principals need to adjust their vision to
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accommodate a policy change (De Nobile, 2017) from the state, the district (or arch/diocese), or
local authorities such as a pastor, superior general or the arch/bishop. Each time a principal
changes or adapts the vision of the school to accommodate a policy change, the vision becomes
less clear to the teachers and other staff members working on the vision (De Nobile, 2017).
When a principal and the state, district (or arch/diocese), or site based (school level)
administrators are aligned in their vision for the school, the success of achieving the desired
vision is much more likely (Lee et.al., 1991). In reality the more unified a principal and his/her
supervisors are around the interpretation and implementation of the vision, the more likely the
vision for the school will be implemented (Davies & Davies, 2006). However, a unified
approach to implementing a vision for a school becomes more complex when controversial
issues resulting from policy changes or, in some cases, from maintaining the status quo when the
teachers, principal and supervisor are not aligned when it comes to the execution of the vision
(Durow, & Brock, 2004; Coleman, 2011).
This misalignment can cause conflict between the principal and the principal’s supervisor
at the state, district (arch/diocese), and school level. The literature indicates this conflict can lead
to the principal leaving the school feeling the irreconcilable differences render them incapable of
achieving the school’s vision (Durow & Brock 2004). They also feel prohibited from seeking
help from peers within a recognized third party, a collective of educators, who have the authority
to provide mediation for the principal and the principal’s direct supervisor at the state, district
(arch/diocese), and school level (Coleman, 2011). It is a need for this peer-based third party,
collaborative approach to leadership that is echoed in the literature for both the efficacy of
principals but also successful implementation of school vision (Leahy & McShane, 2011; Davies
& Kennedy, 2009; Heck, & Hallinger, 2010; Lee et.al., 1991; Miller, 2008).
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Leadership through collaboration. Davies and Davies (2006) found that by sharing
experiences across schools and across peer networks, principals are better able to establish a
common vision among the staff and community of each individual school.
In this way, information that helps the principal focus the school’s vision on student
learning is more comprehensive (Bush and Glover, 2014; De Nobile, 2017). Both Coleman
(2011) and Heck and Hallinger (2010), found that a peer-based system of information sharing in
turn allows greater efficiency and collaboration within the school community. In particular, such
a support system allows principals to share research on student-centered learning opportunities
while still meeting the academic and spiritual expectations of both the state and arch/diocese.
Several researchers (Armstrong, 2009; Gardner, 2006; Hunter-Doniger & Sydow, 2016;
Newman, Dantzler, & Coleman 2015) discuss the benefits of student-centered learning
opportunities including student choice, collaboration, and real-world applications. While there
are a variety of approaches to include student-centered learning into the curriculum, many
researchers (Tan, Calabrese Barton, Kang, & O’Neill 2013; Hunter-Doniger & Sydow, 2016;
Newman et al., 2015) discuss the struggle educators have in knowing how to apply student
choice, collaboration and real-world application in a purposeful way that extends the student
learning outside the classroom. Educators can use support or guidance to integrate studentcentered learning into a Catholic school curriculum (Hunter-Doniger & Sydow, 2016; Newman
et al., 2015). Research conducted by Coleman (2011), Heck and Hallinger (2010), and Haney
(2010) reinforces the need for a collaborative support system for Catholic school principals that
has both the knowledge and authority to offer research on how to develop and implement a
vision that is focused on student learning. By working with a peer-based collaborative support
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system, a principal is allowed to further develop the school’s vision through constructive
feedback from peers (Hunter-Doniger & Sydow, 2016; Newman et al., 2015).
In order to develop and implement the vision, the principal must keep student learning
and the needs of the students as its driving focus, and the principal must be able to clearly
articulate this vision to the school community (Courtney & Gunter, 2015; Davies & Davies,
2006). While there still remains a hierarchical structure within the state, district (arch/diocese),
and school, the collaboration with peers within a recognized third party, helps the successful
implementation of a school’s vision (Lee et.al., 1991). Karadag & Oztekin-Bayir (2017) assert
that the hallmark of a strong leader is the ability to bring the stakeholders together in a shared
vision that keeps student learning at the heart of the process, thus providing excitement for the
future and adding value to the work to be completed in achieving the vison.
Lee, Dedick, & Smith (1991), in a survey of over 8000 teachers from 354 Catholic and
public high schools, found that schools are most effective when the staff, students and parents
are unified in both determining and also enacting a school’s vision. In order for a vision to
develop into something that is shared across the different stakeholders (staff, students, parents)
the principal must guide the stakeholders through a process that allows for both a common
understanding of the goals that are being considered for implementation, and also how the
proposed goals further student learning (Davies & Davies, 2006). Establishing this process is a
complex task that requires the principal to develop a collaborative organization where local
experts can collectively address student learning needs (Coleman, 2011). These local experts
would include teachers who are identified as teacher leaders (Danielson, 2007) by both their
peers but also the administration. Teacher leaders are teachers who have formal and informal
leadership positions in addition to their teaching duties (De Nobile, 2017). These leadership
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positions could include a teacher who is identified as the lead teacher of a particular grade level,
a department head or subject level expert, or a mentor teacher for new staff members (De Nobile,
2017). By including teacher leaders into the development and execution of a school’s vision,
the principal creates a collaborative team who are invested in the successful implementation of
the vision (Coleman, 2011; Davies & Davies, 2006; De Nobile, J. 2017) and in doing so helps
ensure that the vison is truly adopted by all stakeholders as a school-wide vision versus one
perceived as the principal’s personal agenda (Heck & Hallinger, 2010; Valli et al., 2018). In
addition, the shared wisdom that a team of teacher leaders and the principal use while developing
a vision for student learning allows for the customization of their approach (Davies & Davies,
2006). Several researchers (Coleman, 2011; Davies & Davies, 2006; De Nobile, J. 2017; Lee
et.al., 1991; MacBeath & Dempster, 2009) state that a strong school needs a clear vision and it is
the principal that helps to develop and enact that vision. It is imperative for the principal to
successfully guide all stakeholders though a process which leaves the school community unified
in the need and intended outcome of the vision (Lee et.al., 1991).
The literature implies that a principal must rely on local experts in order to provide a
collaborative, sustaining vision for the school (Bush & Glover, 2014; Leahy & McShane, 2011).
Yet, there is little research documenting the same collaborative approach within the hierarchical
structures that exist within the Catholic school governance system. Haney (2010) articulates that
there should be new bylaws formed within Canon Law to separate those who have authority over
Catholic schools into a “new configuration of how (Catholic) education is delivered and
governed” (Haney, 2010, p. 196).
The literature is clear that a collaborative approach that allows local experts to share their
experience and wisdom also helps the successful implementation of a school vision focused on
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student learning (Lee et.al., 1991). The question remains whether the Catholic principal’s role
with their direct supervisor, whether that is a pastor, bishop, or Superior General, should mirror
the same approach that has been documented as best practice for all principals to use with their
staff.
What happens when a principal does not have the collaborative support of peers and is in
conflict with supervisors at the state, district (arch/diocese), and school level? It is particularly
troublesome when the conflict is with a supervisor who does not have specific training or
knowledge about current pedagogical best practices and in addressing diverse and complex
student needs (Davies & Davies, 2006). In this case, there is no shared wisdom between the
principal and his/her supervisors to draw upon to create the vison and a lack of clarity on who is
ultimately in charge of enacting and maintaining it.
Vision Limitations Associated with Catholic School Governance
The most common governance structure of Catholic schools is the parish school
structure. However, since parish schools are ministries of individual parishes, this governance
structure does not lend itself for easy collaboration with other parish schools unless there is a
shared vision (Bush & Glover, 2014; Lee et.al., 1991). This is particularly true when a principal
is hoping to finding a consistent answer or approach to a controversial issue, along with an
explanation of the Church teaching that lead to the answer or approach being adopted (Haney,
2010; Whipp & Scanlan, 2009). Catholic education is grounded in the Gospels, yet there are no
overarching guidance structures that provide clear and consistent ways to navigate controversial
issues concerning social justice and diversity, equity, and inclusion (Haney, 2010; LawrenceBrown & Muschaweck, 2004; Montejano, 2010; Sharkey& Keenan, 2014; Mayotte et al., 2013).
This is concerning particularly in the case of new leaders in Catholic schools. According to Cook
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and Durow (2008), “we can no longer assume new leaders have an adult understanding of faith”
(p. 367) so continued support and education will be needed to help develop strong Catholic
principals. Authors suggest this is all the more reason why a peer-based collaborative approach
to developing and enacting a shared vision is essential (Bush & Glover, 2014; Lee et.al., 1991).
Catholic leaders, research suggests, have found it best to avoid making decisions if possible,
waiting instead to see if a religious order school leads the way in navigating controversial issues
(Cook & Durow, 2008; Whipp & Scanlan, 2009). Waiting for a religious order school to be the
first to address controversial issues allows other Catholic educators to cite the practices and
policies the religious order schools adopted when the Catholic educator discusses the
controversial issue with their parish priest, bishop or superior general (Leahy & McShane, 2011;
McDonough, 2010; Montejano, 2010).
Addressing inconsistencies: Alternative configurations for Catholic schools. Due to
limitations present in the current hierarchical structure for Catholic schools such as limits on a
principal’s authority and ability to address both the secular and spiritual needs of his/her school
community, research has been conducted regarding different configurations for Catholic school
governance systems (Haney, 2010; Whipp & Scanlan, 2009). These configurations include
clustering schools into a cohort based on geography, merging schools that have continual low
student enrollment, and forming K-12 education campuses (Haney, 2010). In addition, there is
research regarding partnerships between K-12 Catholic schools and Catholic universities. This
research involves five different operating models including Catholic University of America and
the Archdiocese of Washington D.C.’s work to accept and integrate students with special needs;
University of Dayton’s creation of urban child development centers to help address academic,
mental, social, and physical needs of students; University of Notre Dame’s Magnificat School
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program that helps struggling schools to transform into a sustainable program; Nativity Miguel
Network’s development of a program to help middle school students stay active in school
through post-secondary education; and University Consortium for Catholic education’s efforts to
provide a service program for graduate teachers to gain experience teaching in Catholic schools
that have a low social economic status (Davies & Kennedy, 2009; Miserandino, 2017; Notre
Dame, 2006; Whipp & Scanlan, 2009). However, there is little to no research on how to support
Catholic educators and school leaders who are already working within Catholic schools,
particularly as controversial issues arise.
Several universities in the United States have training programs to aid Catholic school
pre-service teachers and pre-service administrators working in Catholic schools (Hunt, 2000).
These training programs focus on ways to create and maintain a Catholic identity including faith
formation for both staff and students and developing skills for the leadership aspects of working
in Catholic schoola (Cook & Durow, 2008; Hunt, 2000). Additional programs focus
predominately on helping Catholic schools at risk of closing due to reduction in enrollment
numbera and rising operational costs (Notre Dame, 2006). These programs, while meeting
specific needs have yet to provide real-time on-going support for current Catholic school
principals, particularly when they confront controversial issues that deal with school operations,
policies and procedures.
As shown in Figure 1, the need for collaborative on-going support beyond a single parish
school or private school has been addressed since the 1990s, at which time two themes emerged:
the need for consistent standards for Catholic schools within the United States and the benefits of
a partnership between Catholic colleges and universities and Catholic preK-12 schools.
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The historical timeline outlined in Appendix 1 indicates concerted efforts have been
made in the past to provide Catholic principals with support through partnerships with Catholic
colleges and universities. Most often support is provided in the areas of finances and increasing
enrollment, religious formation for staff and students, curriculum development particularly for
students with special needs, and support for Catholic school preservice training of teachers and
principals. This support occurs typically at the initial appointments in Catholic schools or
leadership position. There still exists a need for on-going collaborative guidance and support for
teachers, principals and supervisors with complex and controversial issues, particularly those
where the controversial issue is new and guidance is not available in The Catholic Source Book
(Klein, 2006) nor available from an expert in both pedagogy and the faith within the existing
hierarchy.
Support needed to balance fidelity of the Catholic faith with needs of community.
To find guidance and support, Catholic school educators could reference the general educational
research as it applies to social justice issues, such as supporting marginalized students (Cook &
Durow, 2008). However, while this research is available for the Catholic educator, authors
caution that Catholic educators must have the “theological knowledge and spiritual leadership
skills” necessary to apply that research within the work of a Catholic school. Further, many
Catholic educators, even those who attended Catholic universities, received pre-service training
within programs designed for educators to be successful in public school education with little to
no specific training for working in a Catholic school (Cook & Durow, 2008; Watzke, 2005).
Research on what happens when a Catholic school is part of a governance structure that
does not allow a principal to explore options that address the needs of the entire community
exists (Polka et al., 2016). According to research conducted by Guernsey and Barott (2008) on
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conflict within independent Catholic schools, some Catholic schools resolve the conflict by
deciding to divest their attachment to the Catholic structures and become independent schools,
not tied to a parish or a religious order. By becoming independent schools, they can address
issues outside of the typical Catholic school governance system. However, Guernsey and Barott
(2008) also found that because the independent schools no longer followed the governance
system, Church officials no longer viewed the school as meeting the requirements of a Catholic
school. What limited resources these schools received while holding the ‘Catholic’ designation
were lost when they became independent schools, thus causing them to operate within a silo
without any formal Catholic support system (Guernsey & Barott, 2008). Independent schools,
while having a mission and vision deeply rooted in the faith, finds themselves with no help when
trying to explore ways to address the needs of the entire community.
Summary
The question then is where Catholic school principals go for support when trying to meet
the needs of the community particularly if those needs involve controversial topics for Catholics.
Further, how does a Catholic educator serve everyone in the community in a way that both holds
to the integrity of Catholic teachings and embraces the Gospel message? Do we walk with our
community members or do we walk among our community members and, who will provide
direction in that regard? Can the pastor, the superintendent of the arch/diocese or the leader of
the religious order provide both pedagogical and faith-based expertise and still work within the
hierarchy as it currently is defined? The real challenge I and others see for schools in these
circumstances is how to balance fidelity to the Catholic faith while being able to minister to the
people who want to be a part of Catholic education (Belmonte & Cranston, 2009; Walbank
2012). This is where the gap in the literature exists and it is what I propose to address in this
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dissertation work – What is the experience of Catholic educators around complex and
controversial issues in their community and how do they find guidance on how to best serve that
community particularly when conflicting viewpoints between school and Church leadership
exist? (Grace, 2002; O’Keefe, 2011; Collopy, et al., 2012) Is it the Catholic educator’s role to
promote the common good of the society, not just Catholic society, as their personal call to the
Gospel may require? (Grace, 2002; Hollenbach, 2003; McDonough, 2011; Topping, 2015; the
United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 2005).
Trying to reach a consensus on what a support system looks like for a Catholic school
principal is difficult. Montejano (2010) and Olson (2006) propose that Catholic schools have the
moral obligation to minister to all the people in the community so one might presume that a
Catholic school principal must be willing to teach all students within their community (Polka et
al., 2016; United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 2005). However, Walbank (2010)
cites Canon Law (1374) as he states that Catholic schools are required to provide a faith-infused
education for all Catholic children. The difference between ‘all children in the community’ and
‘all Catholic children’ marks one of the controversies Catholic school principals face. Where
does a Catholic school principal look for guidance and support when his/her decision on how to
apply Catholic ideals and values within the school is in conflict with his/her direct supervisor?
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Chapter 3: Methodology
This chapter includes the methodology used in a single-case research study involving
seven Catholic West Coast arch/dioceses. This study examined the need for a Catholic Education
Center (CEC) for Catholic school principals within the United States. Also outlined in this
chapter are the rationale for methodology, research design, ethical considerations, data collection
procedures, and the data analysis mechanisms. The chapter concludes with a brief summary.
Research Questions
The purpose of this study was to examine the perceived impact and effect of a third-party
Catholic Education Center on Catholic school principals within the western United States when
controversial issues or conflicting viewpoints arise. Two research questions were addressed:
1. How do Catholic school principals experience support around complex and controversial
issues when conflicting viewpoints exist between school and Church leadership?
2. How do principals perceive Catholic Education Centers as a support system for Catholic
school principals?
Research Design
The research design includes details on how a social constructivist paradigm (Creswell, & Poth,
2018) was applied in a qualitative, single-case study (Stake, 1995) within the bounds of Catholic
principals across seven arch/dioceses in the western United States.
Paradigm. The research design for this study was developed using Creswell and Poth’s
(2018) social constructivist and axiological paradigm, where “Individual values are honored and
are negotiated among individuals” (p. 35). A social constructivist paradigm allowed for each
individual Catholic teacher, middle-level administrator, and principal that was interviewed for
this study to express historical and community context in a way meaningful for him or her
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Further, the social constructivist paradigm with an axiological
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approach embraced my values and principles, both ethical and aesthetic, as a Catholic educator
with experiences within two arch/dioceses and three Catholic schools over a twenty-six year
span (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Methodology. This study used a qualitative, single-case study (Stake, 1995) approach to
address the research questions. The focus on obtaining participants’ qualitative experiences and
perspectives as well as artifact analysis acted as the primary drivers which aligned with Stake’s
approach to case study methodology. Stake’s (1995) approach allowed the answers to the
research questions to drive the study design. Since the answers to the research questions provide
data that were analyzed for emerging themes, Stake (1995) stated that the researcher must have
flexibility within the research design because the study’s direction cannot be determined before
collecting data on the research questions. Hatch (2002) echoed Stake’s perspective that case
study methodology allows for the participants to share their experiences within the natural
setting, and for the researcher to talk to participants directly and understand more deeply the
participant’s perspective at the time of the study. Case study allowed the researcher to further
inquire about topics that appeared as part of a participant’s answer to interview questions,
leading to a much more robust understanding of the themes that contributed to answering the
research questions (Stake, 1995). Given this study's purpose of exploring the perceived impact
and effect of a third-party Catholic Education Center on Catholic school principals within the
western United States, case study was an appropriate metholodgy to answer the research
questions, support the purpose of the work, and address existing gaps in the literature.
Stake’s (1995) methodology has four characteristics for defining a case study: holistic,
empirical, interpretive, and emphatic. The holistic characteristic considers the interrelationships
involved in the case which for this study referenced all stakeholders in Catholic education with a
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focus on principals. The empirical characteristic included observations made by the researcher
during interviews and data collection which is detailed in Chapter 4. The interpretive
characteristic allows the researcher to “record objectively what is happening but simultaneously
examine its meanings and redirect observations” (Stake, 1995, p.9) to the data analysis process.
The emphatic characteristic used the perspectives of the people who were interviewed (Stake,
1995; Yazan, 2015). The participant perspectives are addressed in Chapter 5.
According to Yin (2018), and Creswell and Poth (2018), a strong qualitative case study
provides a deep understanding of the case and the relevant themes imbedded within the case. By
allowing the researcher to have flexibility during the data collection phase, Stake’s (1995)
approach allowed the researcher to dive deeply into areas that surface during interviews and data
analysis that were unknown to, or underestimated by the researcher, prior to the data collection.
If a deeper look into areas that surface during interviews and data collection influenced the
interpretive characteristic of the researcher during the course of the data collection process,
Stake’s (1995) approach not only allowed for the influence, but it encouraged it in so much that
the researcher continued to be guided by the research questions. In addition, Stake’s (1995)
approach was recommended for qualitative research involving the study of programs and people
(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Yazzan, 2015). While Creswell and Poth (2018) showed that clearly
identified case themes must be a part of case development, Stake (1995) allowed for flexibility to
adjust program design during the research stage, thus impacting the themes that would emerge, if
the research questions were clearly established. Further, Stake’s (1995) approach allowed for
social constructivist philosophical assumptions, which aligned with the interview and artifact
analysis in so much as these data collection methods relied on the participants’ perspectives of
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the need for a Catholic Education Center (CEC) for Catholic school principals within the United
States (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Bounding the case. Case studies require boundaries which included boundaries of place
and boundaries of time. These boundaries identify the connections within the case study that
represent the area of study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Stake (1995) described case boundaries by
explaining that a case is a study that “is of very special interest” … (so the researcher can come)
… “to understand its activity within important circumstances” (p. xi). This case study
investigated the experiences and perceptions of support for Catholic school teachers, middlelevel administrators, and principals over ten years, from 2010 to 2020. The bounds for the case
were Catholic teachers, middle-level administrators, and principals across seven arch/diocesse in
the western United States. All participants had experience with a Catholic Education Center that
exists within the hierarchical structure of the Catholic Church, referred to as the Department of
Catholic Schools within this research study. Participants volunteered to be interviewed about
information relating to the two research questions.
A single case study approach was used here to ensure that the support system that exists,
or could exist, was the focus of the analysis and not any particular individual or location.
A single case study approach was chosen to protect any particular site from being easily
identified during the analysis of the data. To this end, data collected from all seven sites was
analyzed as one single unit of analysis. Participants were drawn from seven regions known to the
researcher to present differing approaches to provision of support to principals, which provided a
robust set of data from which to draw inferences that contributed to a broader understanding. Six
of the seven regions are located within dioceses, as opposed to archdioceses, and all seven
regions have a Catholic university located within the boundaries of their diocese. One region,
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while located within an archdiocese, had similar demographics to a diocese and members were
perceived as being part of the same cohort groups by participants in five of the other diocesan
regions. This archdiocese, which is included in this study, was the only archdiocese mentioned
by the participants.
Participant Selection
There were twenty-two participants in this study representing seven arch/dioceses in the
western United States. To be considered for this study, participants must have worked a
minimum of five years within the Catholic P-12 education system and have been currently
employed within the system for the 2020-2021 school-year. Potential participants, teachers,
middle-level administrators, and principals, meeting those requirements were chosen from each
arch/diocese to create a balance of positions representative of those seven administrative groups
as defined in the literature (Coleman, 2011; Davies & Davies, 2006; De Nobile, J. 2017; Lee
et.al., 1991; MacBeath & Dempster, 2009). Once selected, participants were provided with an
introductory letter and consent-to-participate form. That letter and form, once signed,
acknowledged the participants’ understanding that they did not need to answer any questions that
made them uncomfortable and the participants could withdraw at any time and for any reason
without repercussion. The letter and form were provided to and collected from the participant
prior to the interview (Creswell, 2018; Galletta, 2013, p. 47; Merriam and Tisdell, 2016, p. 128).
The researcher took every precaution to ensure that the participant’s experience was
represented accurately and the individual participant’s participation was kept confidential. The
participant was provided a copy of the interview questions in advance. The researcher used
member checking to ensure the researcher’s findings and interpretations accurately matched the
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participant’s answers or intended answers (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Maxwell, 2013) and obtained
a second signed consent form from the participant verifying member checking occurred.
Sampling. The participants were selected using what Creswell and Poth (2018) describe
as a purposeful approach by identifying three considerations. These considerations included
determining the research participants, which specific sampling strategy to use, and the number of
participants in the sample (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Determining research participants required
criterion sampling to ensure they “meet some criterion… and [provides] quality assurance
(p.159).” The criteria for participants in this study were twofold: 1) They must hold leadership
roles within the seven Catholic arch/dioceses previously mentioned, and 2) They must have
worked in the arch/diocese for at least five years. In order to answer the research questions,
participants must have been in a Catholic school position including teacher, middle-level
administrator, or principal that would have allowed for them to have experienced the need for
support around complex and controversial issues, as self-reported by the participant, and to
understand their arch/diocesan support well enough to form an opinion about whether (or not) a
Catholic Education Center could be a support system for Catholic school principals. Each
potential participant had access to a Department of Catholic Schools, which for the purpose of
this study was the equivalent of a Catholic Education Center. Participants volunteered to be
interviewed about information relating to the two research questions.
The number of participants invited to participate was chosen considering time limitations
related to completion of the dissertation process. Given the six-months allotted for data
collection, analysis, and document preparation, twenty-two participants were the maximum
number that could be interviewed within the given time period and still have sufficient data to
address the research questions.
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Data Collection
This research design included three data gathering phases which ran concurrently during
the fall of 2020 (Creswell & Poth, 2018). During phase one, semi-structured interviews were
conducted. During phase two, document analysis was conducted. During the third and final
phase, a participant review of interview transcripts was conducted.
Phase one. Semi-structured interviews were conducted using interactive discussion
interviews as described by Merriam and Tisdell (2016). Given the nature of the research
questions, the researcher used semi-structured interviews so that follow-up questions could be
asked during the interview itself. Semi-structured interviews allow for these slight variations and
allowed for a natural flow to the conversation, while still providing a scaffold or structure within
the interview questions (Madill, 2011, Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Semi-structured interviews
also provided an opportunity for participants to apply their own meaning to the questions while
enabling the researchers to redirect or dive deeper into the participant’s responses for the sake of
clarifying an answer. (Galletta, 2013; Leavy, 2014).
Due to the COVID-19 social distancing and travel restrictions that were in place when the
interviews were scheduled, interviews were conducted via Zoom during a time and date
convenient for both the participant and the researcher and were recorded, with consent, using an
iPad with an external microphone. The Zoom session was recorded, also with the participant’s
consent. The interviews recorded via Zoom were uploaded to a secure Google Drive and erased
in all alternate locations, including the computer on which the Zoom interview was recorded. A
copy of the interview protocol is available in Appendix A. The recorded Zoom sessions were
viewed three separate times to help inform the coding process as describe in Phase Two.
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Phase two. The documents and audiovisual materials that were collected as part of this
case study included personal journals and analytical memos, organizational documents, public
documents, and websites. The organizational documents, public documents, and websites
contained information regarding the diocesan Mission Statements, diocesan and school specific
demographic information, and overarching information about the dioceses, sponsoring religious
orders, and the schools. Analysis of the documents and audiovisual materials were coded using
the same coding process and following the same timeline used with the interview transcripts, and
themes from the documents and audiovisual materials were incorporated into the overall coding
cycles. Personal journals and analytical memos were used to categorize emerging themes that
appeared in the data analysis (Miles et al., 2020). Interviews were recorded, transcribed and
reviewed by the participant before the first cycle of coding. The interview transcripts,
documents, and artifacts were analyzed for themes using Saldaña’s (2015) strategies for coding
and then added to a table that outlined the analysis of the data visually (Miles et al., 2020).
Phase three. After the participants were interviewed, a transcript of the interview was
provided for member check to the participants to confirm the accuracy of transcription.
Following the participants’ review of the transcripts, second interviews were conducted to make
any required changes and for the researcher to check for understanding or ask follow-up
questions for clarity only.
Interview Protocol
The initial draft of the interview questions were derived from two sources:
1) AdvancEd/Cognia’s Catholic Identity Program Effectiveness Staff Survey and
2) AdvancEd/Cognia’s Climate & Culture Teacher Survey.
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The Catholic Identity Program Effectiveness Staff Survey “measures Catholic school
effectiveness in relation to the National Catholic Standards and Benchmarks for
Effective Catholic Elementary and Secondary Schools” (Advance Education, 2016) and the
Climate & Culture Teacher Survey “asks teachers to describe different aspects of their work
environment at school” (Advance Education, 2016, 48th survey description). AdvancEd/Cognia
is an international company that provides accreditation and certifications, assessment,
professional learning, and improvement services for public and private schools (Advance
Education, 2016). The full protocol is available in Appendix A.
Table 1 provides examples of how survey questions were adapted with the author’s
permission to fit the specific research questions.
Table 1
Sample of Survey Questions/Instrument
Source of Question.

Original Question(s)

AdvancEd/Cognia’s
Climate & Culture
Teacher Survey
AdvancEd/Cognia’s
Catholic Identity
Program
Effectiveness Staff
Survey

How long have you
been a teacher at this
school?
There is a person or
group (such as a
pastor or a board) who
collaborates with the
school administration
to make or
recommend decisions
for the success of the
school.

Section changed
or adjusted
Replaced “a
teacher” with
“working”
Replaced “there
is” with “Is there”

Research Question(s) for
this study
How long have you been
working at this school?
Is there a person or group
(such as a pastor or a board)
who collaborates with the
school administration to
make or recommend
decisions for the success of
the school?

Any minor changes to the interview protocol prior to the administration of the interviews
was approved by faculty chair to ensure fidelity to the IRB submission.
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Role of the Researcher
In conducting this qualitative study, the researcher drew particular attention to the
axiological underpinnings, meaning the values, beliefs and biases of the context in which this
work was completed. Further, the researcher positioned herself as a participant researcher to
allow for the identification of biases and to bring these biases, both faith-based and professional,
into the discussion, as they were epistemological realities and therefore critical to the case within
the social constructivist paradigm.
I have worked in Catholic schools for 26 years, 10 of those years as a teacheradministrator (Vice Principal and Dean), and 10 years as a principal. I have opened three new
Catholic middle schools and helped restructure a program that resulted in the doubling of the
student body and tripling of the staff. I have served on many committees, created an ad hoc
cohort of private school principals, and have been very active with AdvancED and Cognia in
their accreditation process. After serving on many accreditation committees, and reading their
accreditation reports, I was very careful that my interview questions, and follow up questions,
tied directly to the research questions. This study intentionally did not include the Archdiocese of
Portland so that direct conflict of interest through employment-based relationships with potential
participants, was eliminated.
I anticipated that because of my history working with what I perceived as a high
functioning third party support system for Catholic principals (Diocese of San Jose Department
of Catholic Schools) for three years, my twenty-six years’ experience working in Catholic
schools, and my current position as the only STEM-certified Catholic middle school principal in
the Pacific Northwest, I would have a higher participation rate in the data collection than might
be expected for an outside researcher. My now dated experiences with one arch/diocese within
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the Western United States may have influenced the nature of discussions. I used the process of
bracketing to “mitigate the potentially deleterious effects of preconceptions that may taint the
research process” (Tufford & Newman, 2010, p. 80).
I was extremely cognizant of my contextual and historical knowledge related to the
various arch/dioceses in which I worked and how it may have impacted interpretations of the
responses from Catholic school principals. Again I used bracketing to address this potential bias
and will speak to it further in the limitations section.
Data Analysis
Qualitative data analysis of the interview transcripts and artifacts was conducted using
first and second cycle coding as described by Saldaña (2015). Using the research questions as
the guide, Saldaña (2015) states that more than one coding method may be required “to capture
the complex processes or phenomena in your data” (p. 69). The first cycle coding methods that
were chosen to analyze how participants perceived the impact and effect of a third party Catholic
Education Center on Catholic school principals within the United States were: Within Case
(Miles & Huberman, 2014), Attribute Coding (Saldaña, 2015), and In Vivo and Holistic Coding
(Saldaña, 2015).
First cycle coding. First cycle coding was conducted using three coding approaches:
1. Within-case analysis of first cycle codes, the results of code mapping, and pattern
coding were examined using a variety of role and concept-ordered displays
(Miles& Huberman, 1994; Miles et al., 2014) to see if contradictions or
confounding results appear.
2. Saldaña’s (2015) Attribute Coding helps organize the basic information from the
various data sources including interview transcripts, personal journals and
analytical memos, organizational documents, public documents, and websites.
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The use of Attribute Coding occurred after two viewings of the Zoom interviews
and two reviews of the interview transcripts and artifacts. The Attribute Coding
produced several codes such as closed door and contradictions that were used to
transition into the In Vivo coding process.
3. Saldaña’s (2015) In Vivo Coding provides the researcher to “heighten the
awareness of the individual’s unique circumstances” (p. 73) which can be used in
conjunction with Holistic Coding to allow the researcher to group “the text into
broad topics as a preliminary step before more detailed analysis” (p.166). The In
Vivo process produced seventeen categories. Once the seventeen categories were
identified, a third viewing of the Zoom interviews, along with a third review of
the written transcripts was conducted to ensure that the categories identified
through the Attribute and In Vivo coding processes accurately identified both the
word choices of the participants but also accurately reflected the context of their
answers. As will be discussed in Chapter Five, several participants used terms or
phrases such as hierarchy, sanctity of life, or does not have authority in their
interviews, but there were variations in how the participants used these terms or
phrases. Holistic Coding occurred after a third viewing of the Zoom interviews
and transcript review. The seventeen categories identified through In Vivo coding
was further reduced to seven themes that were identified during Pattern Coding.
The first cycle coding methods chosen allowed the researcher to see what emerged in the
data and to see if any assumptions related to the data were supported (or not) (Miles &
Huberman, 2014). The initial first cycle codes were checked against transcripts through three
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iterations to ensure that categories, and later themes, were created with solid warrants
representative of the contexts of the participants.
Post-First Cycle Coding Transitions. The researcher used code mapping as a strategy to
transition from first cycle coding methods to second cycle coding methods. Code mapping
“enhanc(es) the credibility and trustworthiness – not to mention the organization” (Saldaña,
2015, p. 218) of the data analysis process. Code mapping allowed the researcher to reorganize
and condense the codes from the first cycle of coding based on inconsistencies across artifacts
and transcripts. In addition, the transitional method of code charting was used to develop tables
that could aid the reader’s understanding of the material. Code charting allows the researcher to
“construct patterns…to develop initial assertions…and to explore possible dimensions” (Saldaña,
2015, p. 229) with the data from the first cycle code analysis. Through code mapping and code
charting, it was apparent that the holistic first cycle codes could be reduced to three going
forward in second cycle. These are discussed in detail in Chapter 4.
Second Cycle Coding. According to Saldaña (2015), second cycle coding’s “primary
goal …is to develop a sense of categorical, thematic, conceptual, and/or theoretical organization”
(p. 234) from the first cycle code analysis. The researcher must not only repeat the information
that was gathered but find a deeper meaning or connection within the data analysis (Saldaña,
2015). The researcher used Saldaña’s (2015) pattern coding to look for “similarly coded
passages from the data corpus” (p. 238). Pattern codes consolidate patterns and themes from first
cycle coding into codes that “identify an emergent theme, configuration, or explanation”
(Saldaña, 2015, p. 236). Pattern coding identified the 17 categories which were refined into 3
themes: Ability, Autonomy, and Authority. Table 2 shows the data that was collected and the
analysis that was used for each research question.
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Table 2
Summary of Research Questions Aligned with Data Collected and Coding Strategies
Research Question
1) How have Catholic school
principals experienced support around
complex and controversial
issues when conflicting viewpoints
exist between school and Church
leadership?

2) How have participants perceived
Catholic Education Centers as a
support system for Catholic school
principals?

Specific Data Collected
(Interview Questions)
Interview
Artifacts
Documents
Personal journals
Analytical memos
Organizational documents
Public document
Websites
Interview
Artifacts
Documents
Personal journals
Analytical memos
Public document
Websites

Specific Coding Strategies
to Analyze the Data
Pattern Coding
Code Mapping
In Vivo Coding
Holistic Coding

Code Mapping
Attribute Coding
In Vivo Coding
Pattern Coding

As Table 2 showed the data were analyzed using several coding strategies to add to the rigor of
the research study.
Ethical Considerations
Institutional Review Board granted permission to conduct this research study on August
18, 2020. The researcher obtained permission from each supervisor at each location that an
interview occurs. In some cases, this may be the principal, the pastor, the superior general, or the
superintendent of Catholic schools. All participants signed electronic consent forms and copies
of the signed consent forms were returned to the participants, to their supervisors, and originals
kept by the researcher on a Google Documents site dedicated entirely for the collection and
storage of research materials. The Google Docs account requires a password and a unique email
address known only to the researcher. All participants’ names and positions were coded to
protect anonymity and the master code list is kept on a server separate from the data. All
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identifying participant or institutional information was removed from the final draft to ensure
participants’ anonymity.
Trustworthiness
This study will use Creswell and Poth’s (2018) perspectives and terms for validation as
their approach most closely aligns with the research questions. Crewsell and Poth (2018) define
the research perspective through the description of the researcher and the participant. This
perspective allows for “extensive field time, thick description, and closeness of researcher to
participants” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 255). In Creswell and Poth’s (2018, p. 281) evaluation
criteria for a Case Study, six questions highlight the trustworthiness of the research:
1. Were the bounds of the case clearly identified?
2. Did the researcher provide a clear rationale why the case was selected?
3. Was a detailed narrative included in the case description?
4. Did the researcher articulate the theme(s) for the case?
5. Were the assertions and generalizations reported in the case analysis?
6. Was the researcher’s position in the study embedded in the report or was a selfdisclosure included?
The researcher addressed Creswell and Poth’s (2018, p. 281) six questions to add rigor
and trustworthiness within this case study. Trustworthiness also addresses four elements:
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I will
expand upon how efforts were made to increase each element through this study design and
procedures.
Credibility. Credibility allowed the researcher to assess “evidence that affirms (or
disconfirms)” … [the researcher’s]… “personal assertions” (Saldaña, 2015, p. 58). This study
addressed each of Creswell and Poth’s (2018) six questions and Miles et al. (2020) further
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expanded on those to include to ensure the findings of a case study were clear, detailed,
systematic, and able to be confirmed and reflected a valid account of the participants’ responses.
The researcher completed a full complete literature search which informed the research questions
used on interview protocol and the researcher scrutinized her own experiences along with those
reported by using bracketing.
Data from interviews and document analysis was triangulated with the literature to
address trustworthiness and generalizability. Creswell and Poth’s (2018) strategies for coding
were used, as summarized by Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña’s (2020). By conducting
interviews, reviewing literature, and the coding document and artifacts, there will be a
triangulation of the data, thus providing credibility for the case study findings (Creswell & Poth,
2018).
Transferability. Knowing that “the generalization of the case has been a contentious
issue” (Miles et al., 2020, p. 307), this case study used thick description to allow for comparisons
with other groups, for readers to make their own assessment of ways to transfer the findings to
their own setting, and with enough detail that the findings could be applied in a broader context.
Further, the limitations for the study were described at length along with an examination of how
those limitations might have affected the generalization of the study. In addition, findings were
used to describe the central themes so that the reader could apply those themes to other settings.
Dependability. The dependability of the study relies on the researcher providing a
detailed account of the procedures so that the same procedures could be replicated at another
time and place (Miles et al., 2020). A triangulation of methods was conducted through coding
interviews, reviewing literature, and coding document and artifacts (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I
adhered to the process outlined in Miles et al., (2020) and Saldaña (2015) and utilized memos
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throughout to ensure all steps in data collection and analysis were recorded and documented.
This triangulation allows for multiple sources to corroborate the themes that emerged in the
study. Further, the researcher disclosed her “biases, values, and experiences…from the onset”
(Miles et al., 2020, p. 261) allowing the reader to take the researcher’s past and perspectives into
account when reviewing the study.
Confirmability. The researcher included a variety of steps to connect the text analysis so
that the reader is able to confirm adequacy of findings (Creswell & Poth, 2018). These steps
include the summary of personal journals and analytical memos as a visual aid of categories and
emerging themes that appeared in the data analysis (Miles et al., 2020). The personal journals
included self-reflections and insights into the methods used (Creswell & Poth, 2018). These
steps should provide an audit trail for the reader to confirm the inevitable outcome of the
research findings. This study also used member checking to ensure the researcher’s findings and
interpretations accurately matched the participants’ answers or intended answers (Creswell &
Poth, 2018; Maxwell, 2013). Member checking allows the participants to “judge the accuracy
and credibility of the account” (Stake, 1995) of the raw data.
Summary
This case study examined the perceived impact and effect of a third-party Catholic
Education Center (CEC) on Catholic school principals within the western United States. Twentytwo participants were chosen through purposeful sampling and were interviewed on their
perception of how Catholic school principals experienced support around complex and
controversial issues when conflicting viewpoints exist between school and Church leadership
and how participants perceived Catholic Education Centers as a support system for Catholic
school principals.
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Chapter 4: Findings
Research findings are presented through the major themes that were identified through
journaling, analytical memos, numerous iterative returns to the transcripts, two-cycle coding,
including code-mapping, and triangulation with written documents (Miles et al., 2020; Saldaña,
2015). These themes include partnership, frustration, and fear. To answer these questions, data
were collected through twenty-two semi-structured interviews with eight principals, eight
middle-level administrators, and six teachers within the western United States. Middle-level
administrators include staff members who hold a recognized administrative position but do not
have the full responsibility of a school principal. Middle-level administrators include vice
principals, department heads, and campus ministers. In addition, two semi-structured interviews
were conducted with retired senior administrative personnel from two Department of Catholic
Schools positions. The interviews with the retired personnel were not included in the participant
transcripts as the retired personnel did not meet the criteria for participation. The interviews with
retired personnel offered background information regarding the history and structure of
arch/diocesan support that supported the analysis presented later in Chapter 5. Several other
documents were considered in aggregate as a data source that informed the analysis process.
These included twenty-two institutional websites, public documents, and artifacts; seven
arch/diocesan websites, public documents, and artifacts; seven national surveys (regarding
COVID and Catholic schools); and personal journals and analytical memos.
Using the data source to address the research questions, participants considered
controversial issues, current and desired support for Catholic school principals, and hindrances
that currently exist for a Catholic school principal while addressing complex and controversial
issues.
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Participants were interviewed using an eight question protocol (Appendix D) that
explored their experiences dealing with complex and controversial issues and to understand the
arch/diocesan support received well enough to form an opinion about whether (or not) a third
party entity, such as a Catholic Education Center, could be a support system for Catholic school
principals in addressing these issues. Artifacts were chosen to be reviewed as part of this study
when the artifact addressed (or not) issues of support around complex and controversial issues.
Participant responses to questions were probed for clarity when conflicting viewpoints
were perceived to exist between school and Church leadership, and to ascertain each
participant’s perceptions of third party supports, specifically Catholic Education Centers, as a
support system for Catholic school principals.
The number of participants invited to participate was chosen based on the time limitation
imposed on the researcher by the dissertation process related to interviewing, transcribing,
coding and analyzing participant and artifact data. Given the six-month data collection and
analysis timeframe, a total of twenty-two participants was included in the study.
The Participants
As indicated in Table 3 a variety of participants meeting the criteria for participation
outlined in Chapter 3 included elementary and high school teachers, middle-level administrators,
and principals. They were selected using convenience sampling. In total, fourteen elementary
school participants and eight high school participants, for a total of 22 participants, were
interviewed for this study.
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Table 3
Summary of Participants
Position
Principal
Middle- Level Administrator
Teacher
Total

Elementary School
6
2
5
14

High School
2
6
1
8

Total
8
8
6
22

Table 3 shows the position (principal, middle-level administrator, or teacher) and school
level (elementary or high school) for each of the participants. The term elementary school refers
to schools with grades PreK/K to eighth grade. The term high school refers to schools with
grades nine – twelve. In total, eight principals, eight middle-level administrators, and six teachers
were interviewed as part of the research study. To protect the identity of the participants, and to
preserve confidentiality, the participants were assigned random numbers that were used instead
of their names. These random numbers were combined with a letter that indicated the
participant’s position as a principal, middle-level administrator, or a teacher. The combination of
the random number and position were combined to create a unique code for each participant.
The twenty-two participants represent seven arch/dioceses and fifteen schools. The seven
arch/dioceses are located in the western United States. It is important to note that participants
from the Archdiocese of Portland, OR were not eligible to participate in this research study due
to potential conflict of interest as the employer of the principal investigator. Terms used in this
study may parallel those of the Archdiocese of Portland, such as referring to the regionalized
arch/diocesan support for Catholic schools as the Department of Catholic Schools. These terms
were used when there was a possibility of identifying the participant, the participant’s school, or
the arch/diocese in which the participant works by using the term the participant used during the
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interview. These parallel terms or titles were taken from my experience within the Archdiocese
of Portland.
The twenty-two participants work in a variety of Catholic schools. These schools range
in student population, number of staff members, type of school (arch/diocesan or non-diocesan),
and grade level (elementary or high school). Table 4 provides a summary of the participants
based on their position and school level. The participant, position, and school level were
combined to create unique identification codes for each participant, as displayed in Table 4.
Table 4
Summary of Participant Codes
Participant
Positiona
School Levelb
Participant Code
1
T
H
1 TH
2
M
E
2 ME
3
M
H
3 MH
4
P
H
4 PH
5
M
H
5 MH
6
T
E
6 TE
7
T
E
7 TE
8
P
H
8 PH
10
P
E
10 PE
11
P
E
11 PE
12
M
H
12 MH
13
P
E
13 PE
14
P
E
14 PE
15
P
E
15 PE
16
P
E
16 PE
17
T
E
17 TE
18
T
E
18 TE
19
T
E
19 TE
20
M
E
20 ME
21
M
H
21 MH
22
M
H
22 MH
23
M
H
23 MH
Note. Participant 9 withdrew from the study on 12/20, after codes were set. aPosition indicates
the participants role within the school. T=Teacher, M = Middle Level Administrator (Vice
principal, campus minister, department head), P= Principal. bSchool Level indicates the level of
the school. E – Elementary School, H = High School.
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The participant codes, as listed in Table 4, are used throughout the findings and the Table
provides a summary review of the participant’s position and school level to aid in understanding
whether responses provided pertain to one particular position or grade level more than another.
Potential Participants that Withdrew. As potential participants were identified they
were made aware of the requirement for approval for participation by their immediate
supervisors. At this juncture of the convenience sampling process, several potential participants
chose to withdraw from consideration. The reasons for their choice were not sought nor
questioned as per ethics guidelines and they were simply thanked for their interest.
These potential participants are identified in Table 5 below:
Table 5
Summary of Potential Participants
Potential
Participant
Diocese
W
W
W
X
X
V
X
Z

Position

Supervisor
Supervisor
Supervisor
Supervisor
Supervisor
Principal
Teacher
Teacher

Withdrew
Prior to returning
the following:
Consent form
Consent form
Consent form
Consent form
Consent form
Consent form
Consent form
Transcript Review

Type of School

School
Levela

Diocesan
Diocesan
Diocesan
Diocesan
Diocesan
Diocesan
Diocesan
Diocesan

E
E
E
E
E
E
E
E

As shown in Table 5, there were five potential supervisor participants who withdrew
from consideration. When the fifth supervisor withdrew, the case was adjusted to include
teachers, middle level administrators, and principals instead of supervisors so that there were
three unique perspectives, based on position, of the perceived impact of a Catholic Education
Center School for Catholic school principals. Adjusting the case is consistent with the
methodology cited for this work (Stake, 1995).
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The Dioceses
There are seven archdioceses and twenty-eight dioceses within the western United States
which include Alaska, Arizona, California, Colorado, Hawaii, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, New
Mexico, Oregon, Utah, Washington, and Wyoming. A diocese is a group of individual parishes
under one region, based on geography. Dioceses are run by bishops. Archdioceses are arranged
geographically and are larger governance units than dioceses. In many cases Archdioceses
include a group of several dioceses in addition to groups of individual parishes. Archdioceses are
governed by the Archbishop. The participants in this research study work in seven
arch/dioceses within the western United States. There were at least two participants from
different schools within each arch/diocese that participated in this study. Each of the seven
arch/dioceses were assigned a random letter, instead of using the name or location of the
arch/diocese, in an effort to preserve the confidentiality of the participants.
Table 6 provides the diocesan codes, the number of schools within each arch/diocese, and
the number of diocesan Department of Catholic Schools (DCS) employees within each
arch/diocese. The total number of Catholic schools, Pre-K through 12th grade, operating within
each arch/diocese are shown within a twenty-five point range in order to keep actual numbers
confidential. The total number of arch/diocesan personnel that work within each arch/diocese’s
Department of Catholic Schools (DCS) offices are shown within a five point range to further
provide confidentiality. In every case, the administration and administrative assistant/support
staff are factored into the number of arch/diocesan DCS employees if they were listed on the
DCS staff directory.
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Table 6
Summary of Dioceses
Diocesan Code
Number of Schools
T
1-25
U
1-25
V
51-75
W
26-50
X
26-50
Y
26-50
Z
26-50
Note: DCS = Department of Catholic Schools

Number of Diocesan DCS Employees
1-5
1-5
6-10
1-5
1-5
6-10
1-5

Table 6 demonstrates the variations in support that might exist when comparing the
number of Catholic schools with the number of DCS employees within each of the arch/diocese.
This information provides the reader a general understanding of the depth of support that is
potentially available to a principal, middle-level administrator, or teacher when a complex or
controversial issue arises.
The Schools
The twenty-two participants work in fifteen different schools across the western United
States. The fifteen schools include eight elementary schools and seven high schools. Further, the
fifteen schools include seven arch/diocesan schools and eight non-diocesan schools (order-based
or private Catholic schools). As shown in Table 8, there are four different ways to categorize the
schools where the participants work. These four categories were student enrollment, staff size,
type of school (arch/diocesan or non-diocesan), and school level (elementary or high school). To
help preserve confidentiality, student enrollment numbers were represented by ranges of student
enrollment (as opposed to listing the exact enrollment numbers). The participants in Table 7 are
grouped by student enrollment numbers so that the reader may see if the size of the student
population, the size of the staff, the type of school, or the school level might have influenced
participant responses.
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Table 7
Summary of Participants by Student Enrollment (Size of School)
Participant
Student Enrollment
Staff Size
Type of School
6
150- 349
15-25
Diocesan
15
150- 349
15-25
Diocesan
19
150- 349
15-25
Diocesan
20
150- 349
15-25
Diocesan
2
350-549
15-25
Diocesan
13
350-549
26-50
Diocesan
14
350-549
15-25
Diocesan
16
350-549
15-25
Diocesan
17
350-549
15-25
Diocesan
18
350-549
26-50
Diocesan
11
350-549
15-25
Non-Diocesan
7
350-549
26-50
Non-Diocesan
10
350-549
26-50
Non-Diocesan
5
350-549
26-50
Non-Diocesan
1
800-1000
50+
Non-Diocesan
12
800-1000
50+
Non-Diocesan
8
1001 - 2000
50+
Diocesan
21
1001-2000
50+
Diocesan
3
1001-2000
50+
Non-Diocesan
4
1001-2000
50+
Non-Diocesan
23
1001-2000
50+
Non-Diocesan
Note. E = Elementary School (Pre-K – 8), H = High School (9-12)

School Levela
E
E
E
E
E
E
E
E
E
E
E
E
E
H
H
H
H
H
H
H
H

Table 7 provides information on the range of schools from which the participants work.
Participants work at smaller parish schools with 150 – 349 students and 15 – 25 staff members
all the way through private high schools that have between 1001 – 2000 students and staff with
50 or more members. Yet, regardless of the school or staff size, there are common themes that
exist among the different schools. These thematic similarities range from what is considered a
controversial issue, what is the current and desired support for Catholic school principals, and the
perceived hindrances that currently exist in order for a Catholic school principal, middle-level
administrator or teacher to address complex and controversial issues.
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Common Themes
The interview protocol was developed from second cycle categories that emerged from
initial analysis of the institutional websites, public documents, and artifacts that were deemed
relevant to the research questions. These data source identified: controversial issues, current and
desired support for Catholic school principals, and hindrances that currently exist for a Catholic
school principal, middle-level administrator or teacher addressing complex and controversial
issues. It was through the participants’ responses to the protocol derived from the document
analysis process that three common themes emerged: partnership, frustration, and fear.
Controversial Issues. To address the research questions an understanding of what
Catholic school principals and teachers identified as complex and controversial issues is needed.
Table 8 shows the seven complex and controversial issues identified by participant position and
level.
Table 8
Complex and Controversial Issues Identified by Participants

Topic

Teachers

Number of
each
participant
LGBTQ+
Hierarchy
COVID
Race
Contracts
Life Issues
Politics

5

0
5
2
0
1
2
0

Elementary School
Middle Level Principal
Administrator
2
6

2
1
2
1
2
2
1

4
3
4
2
1
0
3

1

High School
Middle Level
Administrator
6

0
1
1
0
0
0
0

4
1
2
2
1
1
0

Teachers

Principal

Total

2

22

2
1
1
1
1
0
0

12
12
12
6
6
5
4

As shown in Table 8, seven complex and controversial issues were identified by the
participants. How to approach LGBTQ+, Hierarchy, and COVID complex and controversial
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issues were the three most reported concerns by the participants. Twelve participants discussed
concerns on how to address LGBTQ+, Hierarchy, and COVID issues in their interviews.
Concerns about how to address LGBTQ+ issues were reported by an equal number of
participants that work in Catholic elementary and high schools. Concerns about how to address
issues caused or perceived to be caused by the hierarchy were reported by nine participants that
work in Catholic elementary schools as compared to three participants that work in Catholic high
schools. Complex or controversial issues with addressing COVID were reported by eight
participants who work in Catholic elementary schools but only four participants that work in
Catholic high schools reported concerns with addressing COVID. While there were seven
complex and controversial issues identified by the participants, only concerns about LGBTQ+,
Hierarchy, and COVID complex and controversial issues were reported by more than half (55%)
of the participants.
Themes
Three themes emerged from participant responses related to experience of support around
controversial issues. These themes make clear that conflicting viewpoints did occur between
school and Church leadership. These themes were identified through Saldaña’s two-cycle
coding process (2015) applied to transcripts and analytical memos. The themes were
extrapolated from comments mentioned directly (In Vivo) or descriptive codes applied to
participant remarks. When the participant’s description was unclear, clarifying questions were
asked to ensure the intent of the participant’s response was accurately reflected in the
transcription. The themes arising from participant comments include partnership, frustration,
and fear.

75

Partnership. Based on participant responses, the theme of partnership refers to the
ability to work with another person or a group of people to address complex or controversial
issues. The identification of this theme came from the many codes related to participant
interactions including working with their supervisors, resident experts, and experts outside of the
school community. Some of these partnerships developed as part of an arch/diocesan program
and some were self-created by the participant. Regardless, partnerships that exist for participants
were a common theme when discussing how complex and controversial issues were addressed.
Strong partnerships between the teacher and principal, vice principal and principal,
principal and pastor/president, and the principal and bishop/superintendent are highly valued by
the participants. These strong relationships with supervisors make a difference in whether the
participant feels he/she can address the issues with the support of his/her supervisor or feels they
cannot address the issues for fear of reprimand, particularly in meeting the needs of those within
their school community. Eight of the twenty-two participants (3 MH, 5 MH, 8 PH, 13 PE, 16
PE, 20 ME, 22 MH, 23 MH) responded that they felt that a strong partnership exists between
their immediate supervisor and/or staff at the Department of Catholic Schools. The partnership
between the principal and their supervisor and/or the principal and the staff at the Department of
Catholic Schools (DCS) is directly tied to the working relationship that exists between the
Catholic school principals and their supervisor/DCS staff. If the principal and supervisor/DCS
staff member work well together, the principal is perceived to have more support than principals
who do not have a strong working relationship with their supervisor or DCS staff.
Participants 3 MH and 8 PH discussed how the bishops in their arch/dioceses were active
supporters of not only their Catholic schools but all of the Catholic schools in their arch/dioceses.
Participant 3 MH, explained that when a controversial issue arose regarding LGBTQ+ students,
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the principal “went to the Bishop. We have a pretty supportive Bishop…and he gave us the
parameters” to address the needs of these students. Those parameters where shared with other
schools in the arch/diocese as the need arose. Similarly, participant 8 PH stated that he/she had
“a good rapport with (the Bishop)” and that the Bishop provided guidance “from a Church
perspective” as LGBTQ+ issues arose within his/her school community.
Participants 3 MH, 8 PH, 13 PE, and 22 MH shared how their supervisors allowed them
to consult experts, outside of their immediate school communities, regarding controversial
topics. These participants then presented their findings to their supervisors before decisions were
made.
“I’ve been very fortunate the pastors have really left the running of the school to me…
There’s so much out there and so many wonderful places … to go to that there’s actually
more information then you could possibly digest” (13 PE).
Participant 22 MH explained how the supervisor and principal worked together to identify “the
people that are stakeholders in certain areas that we need to be part of a big controversial
conversation.” Participant 22 MH continued this thought when he/she stated that “one of the
gifts (of our supervisor)…is we’ll have those (difficult) conversations” with the people who need
to be part of the decision-making process.
Participants 5 MH, 8 PH, 16 PE, and 20 ME discussed the strong working relationships
with their supervisors. These participants cited the responsiveness and openness of their
supervisors as being a key part of the positive relation working with their supervisors. These
participants valued their supervisors’ abilities to recognize the training and skills the participants
had and the supervisors’ abilities to recognize their own limitations. This lead to relationships
that lasted beyond the time the participant and supervisor worked in the same school. “I was
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really lucky all the (supervisors) I worked for were very good…I had good relationships with
(them)…and we will remain good friends” (16 PE). Participant 20 ME describes a time that
parents were upset about a certain topic that was being taught in the classroom and wanted to
meet to discuss the topic with the participant. After the initial discussion between the
participant and parents, the parents were still upset and scheduled a meeting with the principal
and then, still not happy with the response, the parents met with the principal’s supervisors.
Participant 20 ME appreciated that regardless of who the parents met with “…it (the response to
the topic) was handled the same exact way on all levels” and the principal explained to the
parents that “I expect my teachers to teach these things…that’s what you sign up for when you’re
a Catholic.” Participant 20 ME explained that because of the unified approach at all levels, the
complaint was dropped and Participant 20 ME felt supported in dealing with this controversial
issue.
Participants 13 PE, 22 MH, and 23 MH discussed the benefits of having a collaborative
team, and/or a resident expert, that could be consulted when making controversial decisions.
Participant 3 MH shared that many principals would “get together on our own initiative.” This
was echoed in nine different principal and mid-level administrator interviews as they discussed
the “level of trust and experience” (22 MH) that existed in cohorts formed with other Catholic
school principals. These cohorts “developed stronger community” as participant 13 PE
described, specifically referring to COVID-19 planning because “we are all treading; no one has
any more experience than another.” For these participants, the collaborative approach to problem
solving helped the participants feel more confident in their decisions as opposed to having had
made the decision alone.
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Fourteen participants (3 MH, 4 PH, 5 MH, 8 PH, 10 PE, 12 MH, 13 PE, 14 PE, 15 PE, 16
PE, 18 TE, 20 ME, 21 MH, 23 MH) shared how they created and maintained their own cohorts.
Sometimes these cohorts were extensions of a cohort set up by their arch/diocese Department of
Catholic Schools (4 PH, 12 MH, 14 PE, 16 PE). Sometimes the cohorts are other Catholic
school principals they have developed relationships with over the years working in Catholic
schools. But these relationships were reported as being essential in fulfilling the participant’s
duties in their role as a Catholic school educator. “I actually have mentors that I call…on a
regular basis…I have some other principals that I really trust and talk to” (14 PE). Sometimes
these cohorts were originally facilitated by the religious order, and schools associated with the
religious order, that sponsors the cohorts (3 MH, 4 PH, 5 MH, 7 TE, 10 PE, 11 PE, 12 MH, 23
MH). The cohorts facilitated by the religious order and their sister schools were typically larger
regional meetings and the participants would connect with peers from other schools over topics
and interests. “There are seven or eight (schools) in (the) network that are pretty close…I would
call or send an email... that’s my most relied upon consultants” (4 PH). But regardless if the
cohort was originally set up by the DCS, the religious order or was entirely comprised of people
from the participant’s life experience, being able to collaborate with other Catholic school
teachers, middle-level administrators, and principals was reported as essential by the participants.
Some participants (4 PH, 10 PE, 13 PE, 14 PE, 21 MH, 23 MH) discussed how they
actively read and researched items on their own. These participants stated that reading
information on the latest educational research findings as a key element of their job. The
participants reported reading books, journal articles, educational periodicals, and postings on
educational blogs and social media groups. The participants shared that staying abreast of what
was happing in the educational community was essential.
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“I read a lot … because there’s very strong extremes on some of these issues… whatever
side I find myself leaning on, I always try to (research) the other side and see what’s
being said about that” (10 PE).
Participant 10 PE states that he/she will only make a decision once she understands both
sides of the argument. By researching both sides, Participant 10 PE felt the decision would be
the best one for the students and not a decision made out of ignorance, fear, or comfort.
Whether the participants identified working in cohorts, teams, or coalitions that they
created themselves or cohorts, teams, or coalitions that were facilitated by another group, the
ability to work in partnership with others was reported as being helpful. Participant 16 PE
explained that “Working with other principals is key” and that “working with a trusted advisory
team of other (principals) was essential” to their effectiveness as a Catholic school educator. For
the participants in this research study, the ability to work with others to address complex or
controversial issues is one theme that continued to appear in the participant interviews.
Participants valued the ability to work with others because it allowed for the wisdom and
expertise of others to be incorporated into the decision making process. Further, by having the
ability to collaborate with others on ways to approach complex and controversial issues, the
participants felt they had support as they addressed issues. These partnerships took the form of
cohorts, teams, and coalitions as identified in the participant interviews. The positive
relationships were reflective of trust and open communication.
Frustration. Frustration was also identified as a theme in participant interviews. The
participants expressed frustration when issues were not addressed in what they considered a
timely manner, when they received contradictory responses, when the supervisor lacked the
authority to enforce a decision, when issues were not allowed to be discussed, and frustration in
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the lack of differentiation that exists between schools. Participants felt that they were not
supported in their role as a teacher, middle level administrator, or principal when their supervisor
did not address concerns in a timely manner or when the supervisor provided contradictory
responses or overturned decisions after the decisions were made. Participants also felt they were
not supported when their supervisor and/or the participant lacked the authority to make a
decision, when the supervisor would not allow certain topics to be discussed, and when there was
differentiation in how complex and controversial issues were addressed. Participants expressed
frustration at the perceived lack of support as a hindrance in completing the role of their position.
Twelve of the participants (3 MH, 4 PH, 5 MH, 6 TE, 8 PH, 10 PE, 11 PE, 13 PE, 15 PE,
18 TE, 20 ME, and 23 MH) expressed frustration in the level of support they received while
trying to address complex or controversial issues, particularly when there were contradictory
perspectives on the how to approach the complex or controversial issues. The participants
reported frustration with a lack of authority held by the Department of Catholic Schools in some
arch/dioceses.
“The (diocesan/regional supervisor) cannot tell (principals) what to do, cannot tell a
priest (supervisor) what to do… They describe themselves as facilitators…so there isn’t
an (authorized) resource that I can go to other than to ask advice, but ... nobody is ever on
the same page. We talk to each other (Principals) but you have a couple of (different)
camps, you have people that go rogue. It’s kind of a mess…there isn’t a unified decision”
(11 PE).
The lack of a unified decision is directly related to the role the Department of Catholic Schools
plays within the hierarchy of each arch/diocese. For the twelve participants who expressed
frustration when there were contradictory perspectives, their Department of Catholic Schools
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lacked the ability, autonomy, and/or authority to set policy based on the best practices as
reflected in research and field work. This lack of ability, autonomy, and/or authority was due to
the role the arch/bishop granted the Department of Catholic Schools in each area, the training of
the Department of Catholic Schools staff, and whether or not the school reported to Department
of Catholic Schools. Religious order schools do not report to their archdiocesan Department of
Catholic Schools but rather to their parent organization.
Participants 10 PE, 11 PE, 12, MH, 13 PE, and 15 PE were frustrated that in addition to
the Department of Catholic Schools’ perceived lack of authority, there is a lack of resources
available to educators to help interpret terms such as Gospel values in a way that still follows
Catholic teachings. Participants spoke about the conflict of trying to model Gospel values, while
being “inclusive and loving” (12 MH) but also understanding the “firm non-negotiables” (15 PE)
of how to interpret Church doctrine. The participants reported the desire to consult resources,
beyond the Department of Catholic Schools, if another opinion was needed or if a supervisor was
slow to respond to a complex or controversial issue. “It is not that I wouldn’t include the
(supervisor) in … a decision to be made, but in an immediate instance…I definitely needed a
quick response” (15 PE). So Participant 15 PE chose to seek the help of another supervisor the
participant knew from previous interactions instead of waiting for the participant’s actual
supervisor to help make a decision.
Ten participants (3 MH, 4 PH, 6 TE, 8 PH 10 PE, 11 PE, 13 PE, 18 TE, 20 ME, and 23
MH) were frustrated that there was a lack of differentiation when it came to addressing complex
and controversial issues. This differentiation referred to a distinction between high schools and
elementary schools (1 TH, 6 TE, 10 PE) and the support, resources, and decisions that are
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enacted for an entire arch/diocese with no delineation for age of students, location of school, and
whether a complex or controversial topic needed to be addressed by a given school at the time.
“We would have meetings once a year…and once a year is not a lot of support. Most of
our diocesan meetings were everybody – preschool through high school. We would go
and listen to the same spiel. So most of the time it wasn’t applying to you…the high
schools got the majority of the time and subject matter” (6 TE).
The frustration also included lack of differentiation between the different arch/diocesan schools,
with participants 3 MH, 13 PE, 18 TE expressing that the professional development mandated by
the arch/dioceses did not match the need of their schools. Participants stated that professional
development required by the arch/diocese was not always needed by the schools nor did it
represent their priorities based on community context. There were times that the Department of
Catholic Schools required all schools to attend in-service training for new curriculum or program
initiatives even when some of the schools had been using the curriculum or program initiatives
for several years already. In other cases, the Department of Catholic Schools required all K-12
arch/diocesan employees to attend a training that was predominately focused on a small group of
educators such as grades K-3, 6-8, or 9-12. In addition, participants stated that even as
adjustments to teaching we being made due to COVID restrictions that went into place in the
spring of 2020, staff from all schools were still expected to attend the previously scheduled
arch/diocesan training while trying to implement distance learning. “Right now we are in the
middle of all this COVID, the incredible strain it has put on everybody and yet the (Department
of Catholic Schools) wants to continue with professional development (PD)…to bring all the
schools together and have PD (not related to COVID)” (18 TE).
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Another source of frustration identified by the participants was the contradictions the
participants encountered while trying to address complex or controversial issues. Eleven
participants (1 TH, 2 ME, 4 PH, 8 PH, 10 PE, 11 PE, 13 PE, 14 PE, 17 TE, 18 TE, 20 ME)
shared times when a decision was made by a principal and then later overturned by a supervisor,
when there was pushback from the parent community.
“…not always timely and they’re not always accurate. (They) changed their mind on me
a few times…which puts me in a difficult situation where they give me a response and I
move forward with it and then they get push back and then they change their minds and
cave” (13 PE).
Four participants shared fears of parent reactions to how complex and controversial
issues were handled. According to participants (12 MH, 17 TE, 18 TE, 20 ME, 21 MH), parent
complaints were the primary reason decisions were overturned after the fact. These fears
included discussions being overturned once enacted because “louder voices prevail” (17 TE) and
because “families (were) leaving the school” (18 TE). These participants reported that once a
decision was made and executed, parent complaints caused the supervisor, to overturn the
decision, even when the supervisor was part of the original decision. Participant 1 TH
summarized participants’ responses by saying that supervisors were “over diplomatic, (and) try
to appease everyone.” The participants stated that the lack of ability to do their job makes it very
difficult to fulfil their duties as Catholic school teachers, middle-level administrators, and
principals, especially if decisions can be undermined by a complaining parent.
The frustration regarding an overturned decision also applied to a change in direction
related to COVID (2 MP, 8 PH, 11 PE, 12 MH, 14 PE, 17 TE, 18 TE, 20 ME), practices or
policies as they related to LGBTQ+ students and staff members (1 TH, 2 ME, 3 MH, 12 MH),
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guidance on addressing race issues within Catholic curriculum (4 PH, 12 MH, 13 PE), discussing
politics in the classroom, and mandating that certain life issues (associated more prevalently with
one political party) be discussed (10 PE, 12 MH, 13 PE). Five participants (2 ME, 10 PE, 12
MH, 13, PE, 17 ET) discussed the frustration that comes from working in the current political
climate, with COVID and the impending 2020 presidential election. “Everything (becomes) a
Church and a political issue… with parents saying (it’s) against Church teaching” (10 PE). Two
examples are shared by participants 17 ES and 2 ME while discussing in-person instruction at
the same time the number of people diagnosed with COVID was increasing. “Isn’t COVID (a)
sanctity of life issue” (17 ET)? One high school staff member shared that it comes to discussing
life issues, and the Catholic Church’s position on each one, “Teachers do not have the
bandwidth” (12 MH) to research and understand the Catholic Church’s teaching on every
political issue. When Participant 12MH used the term bandwidth, the participant was referring
to having both the time and mental capacity to process sanctity of life issues. It should be noted
that there were two participants (7 TE, 18 TE) that did not have any fears about overturned
decisions when addressing complex or controversial issues as they had not yet encountered any
issues that caused a concern “going to that level” (18 TE).
Ten participants (6 TE, 10 PE, 11 PE, 12 MH, 13 PE, 16 PE, 17 TE, 18 TE, 19 TE)
discussed their frustration with the hierarchical structure that exists within arch/diocesan schools
and some of the religious order schools. These participants stated that the hierarchical structure
is a closed door structure. Based on the participants’ responses, the phrase ‘closed door’ refers to
the inability to even discuss options much less evoke change. Participant 16 PE summarizes a
closed door as “pastors always prevail” …even if the arch/diocese… “agree(s) with the
principal.” The nine participants discussed the “hierarchical pecking order” (17 TE) and this
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pecking order is emphasized in participant 6 TE’s response that, as a teacher, “You don’t
approach (the) pastor yourself.” The frustration with the hierarchical structure is further
highlighted by participants 6 TE, 10 PE, and 17 TE’s observations that sanctions or firing
occurred when a staff member is not aligned with the pastor. “I have been called into the
(supervisor’s) office and reprimanded” (12 MH).
Participants identified frustration in the lack of support they receive in a timely manner,
when decisions were overturned due to complaints, when their supervisor or Department of
Catholic Schools could not enforce a decision, when supervisors had a closed door approach to
discussing issues, and frustration in the lack of differentiation for each school. These frustrations
were reported as hindrances for the participants in their role as Catholic school teachers, middlelevel administrators, and principals.
Fear. The participants shared several areas that were coded as a form of fear and while
some of the first and second cycle codes overlapped in some of their contextual elements, they
still confirmed the warrant for fear as a theme regarding complex and controversial issues. The
codes described participants’ fear of violating Church teaching, fear in managing employees, fear
of voicing concerns, and fear of parent reactions.
Participants’ fear of violating Church teaching was a concern for five participants (2 MP,
3 MH, 13 PE, 14 PE, 15 PE). This fear included concerns that their decisions might lead to a
Church/school scandal or cause friction or tension within the community. The participants
struggled with “what (was) the right thing (to do)” (15 PE)? Specifically, how does a participant
“frame (a complex or controversial decision) in a way that honors the Church and our faith” (14
PE) while meeting the needs of those within the school community? This fear of violating
Church teaching is further complicated when the participant does not feel they have the support
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of a supervisor or Department of Catholic Schools to help guide their response and to stand
behind the decision once it is made.
Eight of the participants (1 TH, 5 MH, 13 PE, 15 PE, 17 TE, 19 TE, 21 MH) expressed
fear in managing employees through decisions made around complex and controversial issues.
The fear ranges from trying to prevent staff from sending letters to the arch/diocese in anger (5
MH) to ways to help ensure staff understands they are representatives of the Catholic Church as
employees in a Catholic school (5 MH, 13 PE, 15 PE) to retraining employees when they are told
they “have to toe the line and listen” (17 TE). Participants 1 TH, 13 PE and 21 MH discussed
employees being worried about losing their jobs and being reprimanded to the point that
“teachers don’t see a future (working in Catholic schools)” (21 MH).
Five participants (6 TE, 13 PE, 15 PE, 17 TE, 21MH) shared a fear of voicing concerns
to their supervisors. This fear stems from previous experiences the participants had themselves
or observations of other staff members’ interactions with supervisors. “We are the most
powerless group on campus” (21MH). Participants reported feeling like there was no ability to
engage in discussion without some type of repercussion. Participants reported a range of
repercussions from reassignment of duties to formal reprimand to termination. Participant 6
shared that if you “open your mouth … you get work to do” while participants 13 PE, 15 PE, 17
TE, and 21 MH spoke about needing a place to express opinions “grounded in discussion” (15
PE), while addressing pressures from sister schools, parents, and staff. If participants are not
allowed to engage in discussions about complex and controversial issues, it becomes difficult for
participants to enforce the practices and policies regarding complex and controversial issues.
The themes of partnership, frustration, and fear were identified through a two-cycle
coding process of the transcripts and analytical memos related to the participants’ experience of
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support around complex and controversial issues. The participants identified seven complex and
controversial issues including knowing how to tackle LGBTQ+, Hierarchy, and COVID
concerns. The themes of partnership, frustration, and fear illuminate the perceived lack of
support the participants felt existed for a principal when these seven complex and controversial
issues arose. The theme of partnership referred to the participants’ ability to collaborate with
others, seek the advice of experts, and have resources to understand all sides of a complex and
controversial issue before reaching a decision. The theme of frustration referred to issues not
being addressed in a timely manner, receiving contradictory responses, a supervisor’s inability to
enforce a decision, absence of discussion, and the lack of differentiation in the approach taken by
supervisors when a complex or controversial topic needed to be addressed. The theme of fear
referred to fear about violating Church teaching, in managing employees, of voicing concerns,
and of parent reactions to decisions regarding complex and controversial issues. The three
themes of partnership, frustration, and fear represent the results of the coding analysis and served
to answer the perceived impact and effect of a third party Catholic Education Center on Catholic
school teachers, principals, and supervisors within the United States.
Perceptions of Catholic Education Centers as a Support System
In responding to questions aligned with research question #2, How have participants
perceived Catholic Education Centers as a support system for Catholic school principals and
teachers?, participants 12 MH, 16 PE, 17 TE, 19 TE, 20 ME, 22 VH, 23 MH stated it would be
beneficial to “streamline the process” (16 PE) for schools to make decisions by facilitating
“something more collaborative” (19 TE).
Twelve participants (3 MH, 4 PH, 5 MH, 10 PE, 11 PE, 13 PE, 14 PE, 19 TE, 20 ME, 21
MH, 22 MH, 23 MH) reported the desire to have a third party support system to help facilitate a

88

“dialogue on sensitive issues; (marginalized students), racism, homosexuality, other issues” (20
ME). These twelve participants stated that a facilitated dialogue about how other schools in their
arch/diocese approached sensitive issues involving racism, LGBTQ+ support, and other issues
would be beneficial to their school communities. Several participants within the same
arch/diocese stated they did not know how other schools in their arch/diocese addressed complex
or controversial issues until after a decision was made at their school. According to the
participants, many of the high schools within their arch/diocese were the first to address
marginalized students, racism and LGBTQ+ issues but their decisions were not shared at the
elementary school level.
Eight participants shared they would like a place where they could discuss concerns
without fear of repercussion (2 ME, 3 MH, 4 PH, 6 TE, 10 PE, 11 PE, 13 PE, 17 TE). The need
to discuss concerns comes from, in part, the perceived lack of resources available for the
participants to use prior to making a decision. This lack of resources is problematic for teachers,
middle-level administrators, and principals that are “uninformed about Church doctrine” (22
MH) as it relates to a complex and controversial issue. Seven participants (1 TH, 4 PH, 5 MH, 8
PH, 12 MH, 14 PE, 15PE) wanted a way to make sure they were being true to the school’s
mission statement but were unsure how much autonomy they had in interpreting the language
within their mission statement. They wanted to make sure that they could “stay grounded in the
realities of (their school) community” (4 PH) believing that a “diverse community makes all feel
included” (1 TH). In light of that, participants 16 PE, 17 TE, 19 TE, 20 ME, and 22 MH wished
that there was a “place (to) call, to consult…to (receive) legal consult(ation)” as needed before
making complex or controversial issues. Participants also wanted an opportunity to “get
feedback” (2 ME) from experts such as attorneys that have expertise working with Catholic
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schools. Some Catholic schools “can’t afford to employ (their) own attorney” (13 PE) so a third
party that could provide legal consultation as needed would be beneficial for schools who are
unable to keep an attorney on retainer.
However, participants 2 ME, 3 MH, 4 PH, 6 TE, 10 PE, and 17 TE stated that they
wanted “people in power that understood” (6 TE) the details that needed to be considered when
adopting a practice or policy regarding complex or controversial issues within a Catholic school.
Several participants made the statement that “leadership hasn’t been in classroom” (17 TE) for
several years, if they were ever in the classroom (2 ME, 3 MH, 4 PH, 6 TE, 17 TE). This lack of
experience in the classroom lead these participants to believe the supervisors did not understand
the needs of the school community.
Some participates (2 ME, 3 MH, 6 TE) stated they did not and will not use their
Department of Catholic Schools because the superintendent is either unwilling or unable to make
decisions. They reported the superintendent lacks the ability, autonomy, or authority to make
decisions for the arch/diocesan schools within the current hierarchical structure of their
arch/diocese.
Five participants spoke about wanting to utilize an existing or create a new collaboration
with the local Catholic university (8 PH, 12 MH, 16 PE, 17 TE, 18 TE, 19 TE). Several
participants (12 MH, 16 PE, 18 TE, 19 TE) stated that “We don’t use a university as much as we
should” (18 TE) and that they “used to have university support” (16 PE, 19 TE). Some
participants (8 PH, 16 PE, 18 TE) were actively trying to establish a relationship with the local
Catholic college or university for professional development opportunities and to help keep
Catholic school teachers, middle-level administrators and principals up-to-date with current
educational trends.
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Four participants (5 MH, 7 TE, 11 PE, 20 ME, 21 MH, 22 MH) identified the need to
have a third party to help provide unified decisions that are rooted in Gospel values, “identify
people that are stakeholders and need consultation” (22 MH) and build bridges (20 ME) within
the Catholic community. Participants wanted to ensure that different stakeholders did “not get
different answers” (7 TE) depending on who is asked a question and to help prevent “everyone
(from) doing their own thing” (11 PE).
Eight participants (2 ME, 5 MH, 14 PE, 18 TE, 20 ME, 21 MH, 22 MH, 23 MH)
identified the need for clear and transparent communication, stating that it was very frustrating
when supervisors were “unclear (on the) how and why” (14 PE, 21 MH). Participants 20 ME, 21
MH, and 23 MH wanted supervisors to “deliver consistent messages to all constituents” (23
MH). Some participants want a forum to “engage in non-violent forms of communication while
taking a stand” (5 MH) and believe that a “stronger network of communication (is) needed” (20
ME) in order for this to happen.
Participants 4 PH, 14 PE, 15 PE, and 16 PE summarized the need for collaboration and
referred to feeling like “isolated silos” (4 PH). Participants 14 PE, 15 PE, and 16 PE shared that
they wanted help with logistics, specifically stating a need to know “how to do nitty gritty” (14
PE) stating that “no playbook’ (15 PE) exists because each school site is specific. Participants
14 PE and 16 PE suggested that “more practicum in faith” and how to incorporate Gospel values
into the principal job are different from the expectations for working in a public school.
“Catholic schools are very different from public (schools)” (14 PE).
Participants 6 TE, 10 PE, 14 PE, 15 PE and 16 PE shared how many of the Catholic
elementary school principals were former teachers who displayed strong leadership skills. These
elementary school principals were not people who actively sought a role as a principal and thus
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were not trained for the position. The participants also shared that an administrator credential is
not required as long as the applicant has an equivalent credential. (A master’s degree in
education or curriculum development is accepted in four of the arch/dioceses). Because of this,
participants (6 TE, 10 PE, 14 PE, 15 PE and 16 PE) explained that the teacher-turned-principal
needs additional on-going formation because “a good teacher does not (automatically) make a
good principal” (15 PE). To aid with the transition from teacher to principal, participant 6 TE
suggests that the supervisors find other Catholic school principals to act as mentors since many
Catholic school principals “struggl(e) with the same things” (14 PE) and learn how to do their
job through “trial and error” (15 PE).
Data from Artifacts
The following data was retrieved from artifacts including organizational documents,
public documents, and websites containing information regarding the diocesan Mission
Statements. While these artifacts did not specifically and directly address the research questions,
the artifacts formed part of the context within which the participant voices are situated. Therefore
the artifacts informed the researcher’s analysis of the participants’ comments.
Diocesan mission statements.
Catholic schools are required to have mission statements and the details of these mission
statements are explained in the accreditation standards for Catholic schools. According to the
Catholic Schools Standards Project (Ozar & Weitzel-O’Neill, 2012), the mission statement
includes the guidance for a relationship with Jesus, Catholic identity, and how to live the
Catholic faith day-to-day. With that in mind, both the mission statements for each of the seven
arch/dioceses, as well as the mission statements for each of the schools where the participants
work, would be resources a Catholic educator would use to understand and adjust an approach
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when addressing complex or controversial issues. Because of this, it is important to not only
understand what the participants identified as complex or controversial issues but also what their
guiding mission statement(s) say as the approach the participants should take in addressing
complex or controversial issues.
To help preserve confidentiality of both the seven arch/dioceses but also the individual
school sites, the researcher chose to group the analysis of individual school mission statements in
with the overall arch/diocesan mission statements, reporting the common themes that existed in
the collective review of individual school mission statements and arch/diocesan mission
statements for Catholic schools as one unit. Four themes arose from this document analysis
process and they are: Safe, Secure, Compassionate, Loving; Gospel Values/Teachings of Christ;
Dignity; and Justice.
Safe, Secure, Compassionate, Loving. Three of the seven arch/dioceses have schools
with mission statements that specifically address providing a safe, secure, compassionate and
loving environment (U, V, X) by using these terms within their mission or vison statements.
However, no additional description is provided on public documents or on the websites on what
a safe, secure, compassionate and loving environment means for both the students and staff.
This is an interesting finding in that, given the results from participants and how they vary from
person to person, it is logical to presume that interpretations of these words may be different
across the contexts of this study.
Gospel Values/ Teachings of Christ. Six arch/dioceses (T, U, V, W, X, Z) have schools
with mission or vision statements that list the terms teaching and providing an “environment (for
students that reflected) Gospel values” and the “teachings of Christ”. The mission statements
vary in the exact phrasing but the sentiment expressed in each of these statements is the same.

93

These six arch/diocesan mission statements say the Gospels and the example set by Christ set the
example that will be used by the school in working with students and in the foundation the staff
provides the students for their life after they graduate from Catholic school. However, the exact
interpretations of what providing an environment that reflects Gospel values and the teachings of
Christ is left to the individual reader. As was previously discussed in the Common Themes
section, the participants have expressed frustration on the lack of clarity that exist over the
interpretations of what Gospel Values and teachings of Christ mean.
Dignity. Six arch/dioceses (T, U, W, X, Y, Z) address “honoring (a person’s) dignity”
within their mission or vision statements. Some arch/dioceses (W, X, U, Y) expand their
definition of dignity by stating that each person is made in the “image of God”, and for this
reason, deserve respect. Other arch/dioceses (T, Z) focus on how respecting others provides a
nurturing environment for all students. Participants stated the interpretation of what “honoring (a
person’s) dignity” or students are made “in the image of God” means needs clarity particularly
when addressing marginalized students, racism, and LGBTQ+ issues within a Catholic school.
Justice. Three arch/dioceses (U, V, W) include a focus on working for “justice”,
“peace”, and Catholic social teaching as part of their driving mission or vision statements. While
elements of these concepts: justice, peace, and Catholic social teaching, existed in the other
arch/diocesan mission or vision statements, the synonyms were more closely related to living
Gospel values or honoring the dignity of each person and thus were included in those summary
sections. This reinforces the lack of clarity with what specific terms actually mean in their
application to complex and controversial Catholic school issues.
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Further clarity is needed regarding who has the authority to make the decision on how the
four themes: Safe, Secure, Compassionate, Loving; Gospel Values/Teachings of Christ; Dignity;
and Justice are interpreted and applied to practices and policies within a Catholic school.
Overlap Between Dioceses
Each arch/diocese in this study has its own set of curriculum standards for its
arch/diocesan Catholic schools. Likewise, each of the order schools in this study also has a set
of curriculum standards that incorporate specific areas of emphasis within the curriculum. All of
these individual curriculum standards must meet the standards of the state in which the
arch/dioceses are located. These standards have many similarities. However, when you consider
that membership in principal and teacher cohorts of support that form may cut across more than
one of these sets of standards, it becomes a complicating factor in their discussions as a cohort.
In some cases the cohorts were formed by the religious order, in some cases the cohorts
were created by the participants, in some cases the cohorts were created by the archdiocese in
which the diocese resides, and in some cases, the cohorts were created by the participants’
supervisors. In any case, the amount of overlap between the dioceses was worth noticing.
Interactions between arch/dioceses expressed by the participants within their interviews appear
in Table 9.
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Table 9
Summary of Dioceses with Overlapping Cohorts
Diocesan Code
T
U
V
W
X
Y
Z
Total

T
-X
X

X
X
4

U
X
-X
X
X
X
X
6

V
X
X
-X
X
X
X
6

W

X

X
X
-X
X

X
X
X
-X
X
5

4

Y
X
X
X
X
X
-5

Z
X
X
X
X
-4

As shown in Table 9, every one of the arch/dioceses that was a part of this research study
has overlapping cohorts with at least four, and up to six, of the other arch/dioceses that are part
of this research study. With so much overlap it is surprising that there is still such a strong need,
as reported by the participants, for Catholic school principals to have support from a supervisor
with the ability, autonomy, and authority to provide guidance when addressing complex and
controversial issues.
Ability, Autonomy, Authority
According to the participants, Catholic school principals are limited in their ability,
autonomy, and authority when making decisions for their school community. The limits in
ability, autonomy, and authority are directly related to where a Catholic school principal is
positioned within the hierarchical structure of the Catholic Church. The hierarchical structure
limits a principal’s ability to address complex and controversial issues when tenets of faith are
not clearly stated and he/she needs knowledge and training to understand how Gospel values and
tenets of the faith apply to complex and controversial. Since the hierarchical structure outlines
that matters of faith that need the interpretation of the pastor, bishop or archbishop, the principal
does not have the freedom to address social justice issues in a way that incorporates both the
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cultural norms of the school community but also the values and interests of Catholic social
teaching without first receiving approval from the pastor, bishop or archbishop. Further the
hierarchical structure does not provide Catholic school principals the power to make and execute
complex or controversial decisions without the approval of the principal’s supervisor. As shown
in both the literature and participant responses, this lack of authority within the scope of the
principal’s job description has been cited as an impediment in the principal’s ability to
effectively lead the school in a timely manner, in a way that addresses the needs of the school
community, and taking into account the latest educational research.
Ability. The ability to effectively perform the duties of a Catholic school principal
depends on the principal’s skill level, knowledge, training, or proficiency as a Catholic school
principal. A Catholic school principal must have the ability to recognize and incorporate Catholic
values into the school. Catholic school principals must have the ability to fuse Gospel values into
secular requirements of running a Catholic school. As shared by 12 MH, the “extra layer of faith
makes (addressing controversial) topics even more complex” for a Catholic school principal.
While a principal is responsible for incorporating “the true integrity of the Gospels” (10 PE) into
their decision making, principals must have enough training in theology to know when a school
practice or a school policy can be changed and when changing a school practice or policy would
“compromise the very foundation of the Catholic” school (3 ME). Particularly if a complex or
controversial issue is new to a Catholic community, such as if an openly gay, transgendered, or
non-Catholic parent wishes to enroll their child in a Catholic school, how would a principal
know if he or she had an accurate interpretation of Gospel values? How would the principal
“communicate charism and Catholic values and apostolic works” (8 PH) of a Catholic
community while ensuring no tenets of faith are compromised? How would a principal vet
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whether or not a school practice or policy is a tradition that “has always been that way” (1 TH, 2
ME) or is a new practice or policy not being addressed due to a “lack of or too much fear” 4 PE?
Issues that complicate a principal’s ability to accurately interpret Gospel values are when
a school community is located in a “pretty conservative area” (11 PE) and the school practice or
policy does not align with other schools in the arch/diocese. This can cause a principal to have to
balance social justice issues that “protect marginalized (and) celebrate ethnicity versus
(following) Church Gospel values” (14 PE). How does a principal balance statements about
welcoming all students “echoed in statements made by Pope Francis” (2 ME) while also
addressing “parents (who) don’t agree with how religion is being taught” (18 TE). Participants
shared (2 ME, 11 PE, 14 PE, 15 PE, 18 PE) that when school practice or policy was changed to
closer align with the guidance in Pope Francis’ writings, some “parents complained that Catholic
schools were supposed to be protective bubble(s)” and challenged the practice or policy change.
Participant 15 PE reported that parents made statements like “I send my child to Catholic School
so they won’t be exposed to this” -the subscript being that changing school practice or policy to
address the needs of marginalized students, race, or LGBTQ+ issues even when addressed by
Pope Francis was going against the teachings of the Church.
In cases where there is a disconnect on whether a school practice or policy aligns with the
tenets of the Church, it might make sense for a principal to “(bring) in experts” (11 PE) but there
is controversy over which experts are sanctioned experts with authority in “Teachings of the
Church (and which ones) go against the mission of schools” (23 MH). However sanctioned
experts with authority to provide guidance are hard to vet when a principal feels it is his/her
responsibility to seek guidance on controversial topics but the principal’s supervisor only
approves experts that reinforce the practices and policies currently in place at the school.
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Depending on the type of Catholic school (parish school, private school, extension of a religious
order), the principal has limited options to vet the integrity of a decision within the interpretation
of Gospel values. Participant 8 PH questions how a principal can “be responsible to what
students are going through without compromising Catholic teaching.” As mentioned in Chapter
2 and within participant interviews, this inability to receive clarity on the interpretation of Gospel
values can leave the principal forced to choose between his/her conscience and his/her job as
reprimand or sanctions can occur if the supervisor’s direction is not followed. Fifty four percent
of participants (1 TE, 5 ME, 6 TE, 8 PH, 10 PE, 11 PE, 12 MH, 13 PE, 14 PE, 17 TE, 18 TE, 19
TE, 20 VE) representing all seven arch/dioceses shared that a support system was needed to
provide informed guidance, so a Catholic school principal has the ability to complete the
assigned duties of his/her role within the Catholic school.
The inability to vet the positives and negatives for decisions regarding complex and
controversial issues before the decisions are made leaves the principal feeling he/she does not
have the “ability to speak out” (13 PE) for “fear of losing (his/her) job” (1 TH), while leaving
some participants to wonder if they are “complacent for not fighting” (21 MH) when the
principal believes something needs to change. To this end, when is it allowable for a principal to
push the boundaries of the school communities’ interpretations of Gospel values if there is
conflict with their direct supervisor (6, TE, 8 PH, 13 PE)? As was established in Chapter 1, when
a principal feels that a supervisor is following Gospel Values, the principal would be complacent
if he/she did not challenge the complex or controversial issue (Bartunek, Hinsdale, & Keenan,
2006; Olson, 2006).
It is for this reason that several participants felt that an institution of higher learning, such
as a Catholic university, might make a viable third party Catholic Education Center for Catholic
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school principals. Four participants (3 MH, 14 PE, 15 PE, 19 TE) from three different
arch/dioceses shared how their arch/dioceses used to collaborate with the local Catholic
college/university and they found it extremely helpful in the formative years of their positions,
but these arch/dioceses no longer have the same type of collaborative relationship for
professional development or research. The change in relationship between the Catholic
colleges/universities was attributed by the participants as being a change in both staff but also the
goals for initiatives within the arch/dioceses.

Two participants (15 PE, 19 TE) reported that the

partnership with the Catholic college/university was beneficial for the participants’ schools as
well since the schools worked with the Catholic college/universities pre-service teachers.
Another participant shared that “relationships with university would be advantageous” (18 TE)
and that their arch/diocese did not “use the university as much as we should” (23 MH).
Autonomy. Autonomy, as described by the participants, is a principal’s ability to make
decisions on complex and controversial issues in a way that incorporates the values and interests
of the principal’s specific school community. As shared in Chapter 1, there is frustration when a
Catholic school principal does not have autonomy to make school-related decisions without
approval from the pastor, bishop, or superior general. This frustration increases when the pastor,
bishop, or superior general lacks the expertise to make a decision about a controversial or
complex issue for the first time in the school’s history, such as addressing marginalized student,
race, or LQBTQ+ issues.
The participants thought it was important that the individual schools had autonomy to
create a school community that meets the needs of all the students in their school. “Gospel
values (say) to welcome the outsider” (3 MH) yet “we want (schools) to be mindful and
conscientious and respectful” (13 PE). It is the principal’s job to create a “place of belonging” (1
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TH) but there can be conflicting opinions between the principal and the supervisor on who/which
type of student, is allowed to attend a Catholic school. Can accommodations be made for
marginalized or LGBTQ+ students and if so, what are those accommodations? How does a
principal help guide parents but also Catholic school staff on whether or not a Catholic school is
the “best place for a child” (6 TE) when it is unclear as to who may attend Catholic schools?
There is an admissions process for entrance into Catholic schools; not all children may attend a
Catholic school. Participant 13 MH states that it is one thing to accept a marginalized person
into the school, but it is imperative that supervisors:
“Take serious(ly) the commitment to the (marginalized person)” by being “inclusive and
loving (and) stand(ing) by decisions (that were made). Don’t (accept) if (you) can’t or
won’t support. (Be) unapologetic for who we are” as a Catholic school community.
When a principal is faced with a complex or controversial issue at the time of admissions, does
the principal admit the student or not? Participants reported that right now it is up to the
supervisor to decide if marginalized or LGBTQ+ students, or students with LGBTQ+ parents
may “be welcome(d) and (feel) a sense of belonging” (1 TH) within the school. What are the
long term implications of taking the student? What are the precedents set by other schools?
Some of the topics that might cause conflicting opinions for a principal and supervisor
include an applicant with non-Catholic, gay, or transgendered parents and/or the applicant
themself may be non-Catholic, gay, or transgendered. Whether it was the parents (primarily for
the participants who worked in K-8 schools) or the applicant (primarily for participants who
work in grades 7-12) that were non-Catholic, gay, or transgendered, several participants had to
ask themselves if their school “is (the) right place for the child? …How (would the) Church
respond?” (15 PE) and yet, every one of the schools has a mission or vison statement that fosters
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the development of the whole child. Some participants believe that “Gospel Values state (one)
should love everyone equally” (2 ME). How does a principal bridge the gap between the
applicant who is seeking a Catholic education and maintaining tenets of the Church when no
direct, universal answer is provided – “How does (one) communicate the charism and Catholic
values and apostolic works” (8 PH) that Catholic schools are founded on in a way that allows
Catholic school teachers, middle-level administrators and principals to “be instruments of
reconciliation and bridge-building versus just (following the) mechanisms that deepen the
polarization that’s so prevalent in our society?” (4 PH). When a principal conflicts with a
supervisor on other issues, such as adjusting practices or policies for students who are
marginalized, participants shared that, in their opinions, “protecting marginalized (students) and
celebrating (their) ethnicity” (14 PE) is honoring Gospel values. But the questions arise as to
how much of a Catholic school program should change to address racial equality issues.
Guidance is also needed on what components of a Catholic school program, as evidenced in
practices and policies, must remain in order to stay Catholic. Participants reported the answer
“depends on attitudes” of the students and their families. If the student and parent will “stay
silent” (15 PE) while the principal “tr(ies) to be respectful” (13 PE), it is easier for a principal to
make accommodations or changes without seeking the approval of his/her supervisor. While the
principal and supervisor “might not always agree with semantics” (10 PE) many of the
participants stated that an unspoken autonomy is granted to the principal if the accommodations
are “framed in a way that honors Church/faith” (14 PE). “Isn’t that just saying one thing but
then….the reality is different?” (21 MV). Adjusting practices and policies to accommodate the
applicant if the applicant stays quiet also applies to students, and staff members, who have been
enrolled in the school for a while but are now facing LGBQT issues.

How does a principal
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embody “the teachings of (the) Church (and) focus on Christ” (10 PE) especially when, as
reported by the participants, there is no issue with the applicant, the parent, or staff member
living the tenets of the Church except for their private lives yet parents who divorce or live with
someone who they are not married to are not under the same scrutiny? (2 ME, 3MH, 11 PE, 12
MH, 13 PE). Instead the applicant/student, parent, or staff member is known as a “good person,
(who) loves the Catholic Church, but has no public support” (21 MH) and thus must hide
complex or controversial issues in order to be accepted within a Catholic school community.
Yet “acceptance and tolerance don’t have limits and boundaries” (20 ME) so what support can
be provided an applicant/student, parent, or staff members who want to be part of a Catholic
school community but are non-Catholic, gay, or transgendered? As of right now, some Catholic
school principals do not have the autonomy to accept students who are non-Catholic, gay, or
transgendered because their supervisors believe that accepting these students goes against
Church teaching.
Some principals agree with their supervisors and state they are “not going to interpret
Church doctrine differently” (16 PE). This means the non-Catholic, gay, or transgendered
students, parents of students, or staff members or students are denied admissions or employment
when their non-Catholic, gay, or transgendered status becomes public knowledge. Some
participants (1 TH, 2 MH, 3 MH, 21 MH) felt it was better not to accept or hire the students,
parents of students, or staff members “if (the school) can’t (openly) support them once they are
(accepted)” (21 MH). Other participants (5 CM, 11 PE, 12 MH, 15 PE) felt that a Catholic
school must be “inclusive and loving (and) stand by decisions” based on the school’s mission
statement (21 MH).
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Some participants shared that their Department of Catholic Schools held meetings,
trainings and regional cohort group sessions designed to help Catholic schools address complex
and controversial issues. Participants reported that these meetings, trainings, and group sessions
were not helpful because they “required all grades (to attend) all in-services” (17 TE).
Participants felt that the “professional development did not match need of school” (13 PE) when
“all grades were at the same meeting” (5 MH) and Department of Catholic Schools “didn’t
account for variations” (11 PE) in age of students, location of school, or type of school
community.
Participants report that the Department of Catholic Schools meetings, trainings, and
group sessions made it “hard to find common ground” (10 PE) when the meetings, trainings, and
group sessions were presented to “elementary schools, middle schools, and high schools all at
once” (22 MH). Since the “professional development did not match need of school” (13 PE) the
participants felt the meetings, trainings, and group sessions either did not address their current
need or addressed the needs in a way that was contrary to the direction the supervisor set for the
school community. While the Department of Catholic Schools meetings, trainings, and group
sessions are held from the perspective of a third-party, namely the Department of Catholic
Schools themselves, the Department of Catholic Schools does not provide nor allow Catholic
school principals autonomy to attend meetings, trainings or groups that align with the principal’s
school’s current needs (1 TH, 3MH, 4 PH, 5MH, 6 TE). Instead “All schools must comply…
We take direction from (the) archdiocese… (and) the directions must fall …within (the)
hierarchy pecking order” (17 TE). For participants (6 TE, 10 PE, 13 PE, 17 TE, 18 TE, 20 ME)
who experience their Department of Catholic Schools as part of the hierarchical structure, a true
third party support does not exist. As reported by some of the participants (3 MH, 5 MH, 7 PE,
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11 PE) in this study, the Department of Catholic Schools staff say that it is a “lot easier if all
(are) on (the) same page” (1 TH) and thus individual schools are not allowed autonomy to
address situations in a way that is unique to their school community.
Participants (5 MH, 10 PE, 12 ME, 14 PE, 16 PE) also felt that a third party could
become a repository of information, a place where principals could “know the background” (18
TE) on how and why a decision was made, if those same reasons applied at the time and place
that they are considering the decision, and any recommendations that came post the decision’s
implementation within another school community. Further, participants (1 TE, 5 MH, 6 TE, 10
PE, 12 ME, 15 PE, 22 MH, 23, MH) wanted a resource that had “integrity (and) answers for
people... (and addresses) all (they) 4 PH can to explain why a decision was made” (15 PE).
Seventeen of the participants (1 TH, 3 MH, 4 PH, 5 MH, 6 TE, 7 TE, 8 PH, 10 PE, 11 PE, 12
MH, 13 PE, 14 PE, 15 PE, 16 PE, 17 TE, 20 ME, 21 MH) spoke about the need for a resource
that was transparent, clear in their communication, and engaged in actual dialogue. Participant (1
TH) sees attempts by current supervisors, DCS, or religious order “trying to get feedback – (but)
will they listen” to the feedback once it is received? When feedback is sought but not
acknowledged, participants felt they were ignored as opposed to having “an opportunity for
listening (and) Exploring (options) together” (10 PE) “When (it is) unclear how and why (a
decision was) created, (it is) frustrating” (21 MH).
Other suggestions that participants (3 MH, 4 PH, 5 MH, 6 TE, 8 PE, 10 PE, 11 PE, 13
PE, 14 PE, 21 MH) had regarding a third party resource for Catholic school principals included
the third party “putting people in power that understand” (6 TE) the complexities of the position,
the hierarchal structure and the intersection of mission and management, producing “emails and
publications” (8 PH) about current topics being researched as implemented in local dioceses, and
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the identification and incorporation of local Catholic school principals who “have a lot of
experience” (21 MH) and can help others navigate complex or controversial issues that a vetted
through the resources of a third party. Participants hoped that they could “use talents and gifts
within (the arch/diocese or order)… (and not) always go “out” to find resources” (6 TE). The
participants also thought that a “place to call in to consult or (receive a) standardized response”
(5 MH) would be very helpful as they processed complex and controversial issues especially
when the principal’s ability to make decisions is currently limited and often cannot be
customized to meet the needs of a particular school community. This lack of autonomy was
reported as a substantial frustration especially when addressing marginalized students, race or
LQBTQ+ issues without a clear and consistent guide as to what the Catholic Church’s stances on
these issues are as they relate to Catholic school students, parents, and staff. Participants shared
that in order to create a warm, welcoming, inclusive environment that models Gospel values, a
principal would need the autonomy or the support of a third party resource that allowed schools
autonomy to meets the needs of their students, parents and staff or who could provide clear and
transparent explanations when various practices and policies could not be adopted.
Authority. The term authority, as expressed within the participant responses, refers to
having the capability to render decisions. As shown in both the literature and participant
responses, Catholic school principals have limited authority. Regardless of a Catholic school
principal’s level of training or experience in leading Catholic schools (Durow & Brock, 2004;
Urbanski, 2013), the hierarchical structure of the Catholic Church places the Catholic school
principal in a position that does not provide an opportunity for guidance, appeal or mediation
should the principal and supervisor disagree on how to handle complex or controversial issues.
“Directors of Catholic schools cannot tell (the supervisor) what to do” (11 PE). There is no third
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party, with authority, to offer guidance and direction for a principal who is trying to discern
competing viewpoints on complex and controversial issues (Lee et.al., 1991; Montejano, 2010;
Olson, 2006). There is a plethora of complex and controversial issues that a Catholic school
principal is having to face, including those pertaining to race, culture, gender, social economic
status, and the sexual orientation of their students (Gervais, 2011; McDonough, 2010; Durow &
Brock, 2004). Historically, issues dealing with race, culture, gender, and sexual orientation
simply did not openly exist within many Catholic school communities. Even at the time of this
study, a principal may receive approval from their supervisor to research one of these topics, as it
applies to their Catholic school community, only to have another supervisor instruct the principal
to stop addressing these topics. This experience was shared by participant 6 TE, “A tremendous
(amount of) work got shelved with leadership change” and that work was not able to be
addressed because the new supervisor did not have the bandwidth, understanding, or interest in
the research topic. This is where a third party with authority could help since, as reported by the
participants, there is not even consensus between supervisors of Catholic schools (2 ME, 4 PH,
10 PE, 13PE, 17 TE). Participants shared that Catholic school supervisors ultimately have to
answer to a “bishop or order” (1 TH). If there is a “supportive bishop” (2 MH), one who
understands and values Catholic schools, the supervisor actively seeks to “engage…(the)
community in …. Catholic Social Teaching” (2 MH) and also actively engages the Department
of Catholic Schools superintendent and other experts. However, there are “certain things where
(some supervisors) put their foot down” (1 TH) and due to the hierarchical structure the
Department of Catholic Schools’ “superintendent does not have any governance ….does not
have authority” (10 PE) regardless of the educational training or experience the superintendent is
required to have as part of his/her role as a superintendent.
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When Catholic school principals have “good relationships” (16 PE) with their
supervisors, the “level of trust and experience” (22 MH) the principal has built over time allows
their supervisors to give the principal a fair amount of authority to make decisions for the school.
However, for principals who do not have the same type of relationship with their supervisors,
there are “No resources to ask advice” (11 PE). This is another example where participants felt
that a third party Catholic Education Center with the ability, autonomy, and authority would be a
much needed resource to help Catholic school principals navigate complex and controversial
issues.
Summary
Participant interview responses, institutional websites, public documents, and related
artifacts were analyzed to address the research questions:
1) How have Catholic school principals and teachers experienced support around
complex and controversial issues when conflicting viewpoints exist between school and Church
leadership?
2) How have participants perceived Catholic Education Centers as a support system for
Catholic school principals and teachers?
To preserve confidentiality and respond to the research questions, participant responses
regarding controversial issues, current and desired support for Catholic school principal,; and the
perceived hindrances that exist for a Catholic school principal were analyzed in aggregate.
Three themes emerged from this analysis: partnership, frustration, and fear. Partnership was
defined as working with supervisors, experts, collaborative teams, cohorts, and social media
groups and included both self-created partnerships as well as partnerships arranged by the
participant’s supervisor or Department of Catholic schools. Frustrations stem from not receiving
support in a timely manner, receiving contradictory responses, supervisors with no authority to

108

enforce a decision, no differentiation between schools, and having decisions overturned.
Participants fear misrepresenting Church teaching, managing employees, not having the ability
to voice concerns, and parent reactions.
When asked about the perceived impact of a Catholic Education Center, the participants
shared that they would like to have the support of a third party that had the ability, autonomy,
and authority to help support Catholic school principals. The participants shared that a Catholic
Education Center would need the ability to help principals make decisions that address the
intersection of providing the spiritual and secular needs of running a Catholic school. To be
most helpful, the Catholic Education Center would need to offer support for each individual
school community, providing autonomy for schools as complex and controversial issues arise
within each school. A Catholic Education Center needs to be given authority by the arch/bishop
to offer guidance and make decisions within the tenets of the Catholic Church. Some
participants suggested collaborations with Catholic colleges or universities could provide
professional development, help with current educational trends, and develop stronger
collaborations between Catholic schools. These are the findings resulting from analysis of the
data collected and these findings and their significance to practice within Catholic schools will
be taken up in Chapter 5 along with recommendations for further study that arose during the
investigation.
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Chapter 5: Implications
This study examined the perceived impact of a third party Catholic Education Center
(CEC) on Catholic school principals within the western United States. This examination of
impact included researching the level of support principals, mid-level administrators and teachers
perceived, specifically when addressing controversial issues within the context of a Catholic
school. The hierarchical structure for Catholic school leadership and the exploration of what
topics are considered controversial were also explored to see if that structure impeded (or not)
the decision-making and conflict resolution processes when addressing controversial issues. At
the time of this study, a third party Catholic Education Center that had the ability, autonomy, and
authority to provide guidance and support for Catholic school principals did not appear to exist
in the western United States.
The two research questions addressed in this single case study were:
RQ1. How have Catholic school principals experienced support around complex and
controversial issues when conflicting viewpoints exist between school and Church
leadership?
RQ2. How have participants perceived Catholic Education Centers as a support system
for Catholic school principals?
This case study endeavored to answer the research questions through interviews, twocycle coding including code mapping, journaling, analytical memos, numerous iterative returns
to the transcripts and triangulation with the literature review. Research findings were presented
in Chapter 4 through the major themes of partnership, frustration, and fear that were identified
through the two-cycle coding process (Saldaña, 2015), journaling, and analytical memos.
A single case study research methodology was used for seven arch/dioceses within the
western United States to ensure that the support system that exists, or could exist, would be the
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focus of the analysis and not any particular individual(s) or location. The data collected in this
research study was analyzed in aggregate to protect the anonymity of participants and their
arch/dioceses. Participants were Catholic school principals, middle level administrators, and
teachers with five or more years of experience working in a Catholic school and who were active
in or were no more than three years removed from a position at a Catholic school.
Significance of Findings
Evidence from the literature that existed prior to this research study stated that there was
limited guidance for Catholic school principals on how to research and address controversial
issues to meet both the secular needs of running a school as well as the spiritual needs of staff,
students and the school community (Lee, Dedrick, & Smith, 1991; McDonough, 2010). Catholic
school principals are not required to receive specialized training to work in a Catholic school nor
are their supervisors (pastor, president, Head of Order). This means supervisors may or may not
have training and experience running a Catholic school and yet they are expected to provide
guidance for a Catholic school principal. As indicated by respondents in this study, the absence
of training and guidance for Catholic school principals can be problematic when the principal is
confronted with complex and controversial issues. While, at the time of this study, there are
some third party Catholic Education Centers in existence, the evidence showed that these third
party Catholic Education Centers do not act as a formal support organization for current Catholic
school principals who are not enrolled in a degree completion program such as an administrative
licensure program. The research showed that existing third party Catholic Education Centers
most commonly are rooted in Catholic universities across the United States. These Catholic
Education Centers focus on integrating students with special needs into Catholic schools,
providing urban Catholic pre-school development centers, assisting struggling Catholic schools
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in achieving sustainable programs, helping middle school students stay active in school and
attend post-secondary education, offering preservice teacher training programs for Catholic
school employment, and providing recently graduated teachers the opportunity to gain
experience by working in a low social economic Catholic school (Davies & Kennedy, 2009;
Miserandino, 2017; Notre Dame, 2006; Whipp & Scanlan, 2009). Based on the existing data
showing little formal support for principals, this study sought to research the need for a third
party Catholic Education Center that has the ability, autonomy, and authority to offer support for
current Catholic school principals, particularly as they grapple with controversial issues.
The findings from this study convey how teachers, middle-level administrators, and
principals perceived the real or potential impact and effect of a third party Catholic Education
Center on Catholic school principals within the United States. These outcomes extend the
existing knowledge in the field of Catholic Education surrounding the support Catholic school
principals need when complex and controversial issues arise. The findings from this single case
analysis were reported in-depth in Chapter 4. Analysis of the semi-structured interviews,
institutional websites, public documents, artifacts, personal journals and analytical memos
revealed three themes in relation to the research questions: partnership, frustration, and fear
(Miles et al., 2020).
Each of these three themes: partnership, frustration, and fear, provide insight as to the
perceived impact of a Catholic Education Center for Catholic school principals charged with
making a decision about a complex or controversial issue.
Partnership.
Partnership, as defined by participants in their comments articulated in Chapter 4, refers
to a Catholic school principal’s ability to work with another person or a group of people when
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addressing complex and controversial issues. Participant responses in the interviews revealed
that when a partnership existed with other Catholic school principals and/or with his or her
supervisor, the principal’s ability to address controversial or complex issues was perceived as
being successful in so much that a decision or solution was adopted that meets the needs of all
parties involved. The partnership allowed the principal to act as a member of a collaborative
team and/or allowed for the inclusion of a resident expert, when making controversial decisions.
When a Catholic school principal had a partnership with other Catholic school principals and/or
his or her supervisor, issues were addressed in a manner that was both timely and unified.
However, when a partnership with other Catholic school principals and/or with the
principal’s supervisor did not exist, the participants reported it was much harder, if not
impossible, to address complex or controversial issues in a way that addressed the needs of those
within their school community. This is where Catholic school principals need a third party, with
recognized authority, to intervene and help provide research, a resident expert, and a platform to
help mediate between the principal and his/her supervisor. In some arch/dioceses, this mediation
between the principal and his/her supervisor is the role of the Department of Catholic Schools
(DCS) but the participants stated that in the arch/dioceses where this is the case on paper, the
reality is that the DCS lacks the authority to perform this role unless both parties are willing to
work collaboratively towards a solution.
Regardless if the partnerships were created by assignment (pastor-principal, principalsuperintendent), set up by their arch/diocese Department of Catholic School, or were cohorts that
were created and maintained by the principal, the ability to work with someone else with
knowledge and experience within Catholic education was identified as a key support for
addressing complex and controversial issues. Otherwise, principals were on their own to
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complete research that may or may not align with their supervisor’s approval. An issue that
arises when a principal consults the literature is that, as outlined in Chapters 1 and 2, there is a
lack of existing research on how to address controversial and complex issues within a Catholic
school, and there is not a recognized source highlighting best practices on how complex or
controversial issues were addressed in other schools. The principal can be left considering
sources such as educational blogs and social media groups to inform decisions in the absence of
a more trusted and qualified source with which to ‘partner.’ Clearly the participants in this
study make the case that partnerships, where they do exist are valued and make positive
contributions to the decision-making processes of Catholic school principals.
Data and analysis around partnerships in this study make clear to me that where
partnerships are present, they improve overall communication between all stakeholders in the
Catholic education system and within the individual communities they serve. Participants
confirmed that ‘supportive’ cohorts are valued whether formed independently or through
intentional acts of senior administration and that their presence should not be left to chance.
Equally emphatic was the call from participants to establish a third-party support with the ability,
authority and autonomy to serve Catholic school principals when controversial issues arise and
conflicting viewpoints exist. Based on the findings of this work, the continued need for existing
and enhanced partnerships in support of leaders in the Catholic education system is evident.
Frustration. In Chapter 4, participants expressed frustration when issues were not
addressed in a timely manner or when they received contradictory responses. Equally, when the
supervisor lacked the authority to make final decisions, discussion on specific topics was
discouraged or not allowed, or when a lack of differentiation between types of schools, age of
students, and current needs existed, frustration was felt. Participants identified the inability to

114

address complex and controversial issues as a major frustration and they felt a third party could
address this in a way that is currently not available to school principals.
The data showed that the inability to address complex issues in a timely manner
was a concern of elementary school principals and this was due to their lack of authority within
the hierarchical structure which they felt prevented them from making the final decision.
Participants, excluding high school teachers, reported frustrations when their supervisor
approved one approach to addressing a controversial issue but then changed direction when there
were complaints from parents or parish members, leaving the participants in a no-win situation.
These contradictory responses did not appear to be related to a different interpretation of Gospel
values and how those interpretations applied in day-to-day situations with students, but rather
were a capitulation to parental pressure. Participants would often need to stop or even retract
efforts to enact the original decision and could risk censure or termination for advocating for the
original decision. In other cases, the direct supervisor and the Department of Catholic Schools or
head of the religious order that oversee a school conflicted on the best educational approach to a
complex or controversial issue. This left the principal unable to address the issue in a way that
they believed aligned with best educational practices because the Department of Catholic
Schools or Order lacked the authority to mediate or redirect the principal’s supervisor. So
regardless of a principal’s perceptions of best educational practices, the supervisor’s beliefs are
non-negotiable when the supervisor does not want to acknowledge or accept recommendations
from others. This becomes a problem when the principal feels he/she is in conflict with his/her
conscience by following the supervisor’s beliefs when he/she cannot consult a resource for
clarity on the interpretation of Gospel values and his/her responsibility to follow his/her
conscience. The participants’ frustration over the lack of sustained support was clearly evident in
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their responses. They need assurances that decisions will be guided by best practice, research
and precedents prior to being determined and then are supported once enacted. Anything short
of this undermines the participants’ authority.
Participants also cited the lack of autonomy as a frustration even when then the DCS or
Order is in alignment with the supervisor. They perceived autonomy as the ability to make
decisions within the tenets of the Catholic faith that meet the needs of their individual school
community. However, it is clear from the participant responses there are a lot of unanswered
questions when it comes to interpreting the tenets of faith and the autonomy that is granted to a
lay person in making those interpretations. This raised the need from participants to receive a
response from a sanctioned expert.
Further, participants reported that a lack of differentiation that exists between schools,
grade-level, and pedagogically-rooted needs simply does not exist, leaving schools to address
controversial and complex topics alone. Some participants reported that their ability to act as a
silo was beneficial because it allows them unauthorized autonomy to do what they perceive their
community needed until/if they were reported to a supervisor with the authority to overturn their
actions. This has led to an unspoken understanding that when they make complex or
controversial decisions within their own school community, they also adopt a practice of keeping
those decisions quiet so as not to raise any concerns from others. So instead of having an
educated approach that is rooted in both Catholic doctrine and practice, and backed by someone
with the authority to approve the approach on complex and controversial issues, Catholic school
principals are left to make decisions based on their best effort to research, collaborate, and
implement their decisions within a silo. The participants clearly expressed frustrations in their
ability to perform the duties of their job when complex or controversial issues arose.
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While the participants’ roles within Catholic schools (principals, middle-level
administrators, and teachers) may have resulted in varied types of frustrations, there is a strongly
articulated need for support expressed in the participant responses. The depth of frustration is
particularly evident at the intersection of the secular and spiritual components of the job, where
issues impede the participants’ ability to do their jobs. As reported by the participants, the
number of supervisors with training, experiences and interest to address secular and spiritual
components of the Catholic school principal’s job are limited. This generates fear in the
participants that decisions rendered may not reflect all aspects of the issue at hand. Catholic
school principals must have support in their roles as Catholic educators which includes expert
guidance and the autonomy and authority to act on that advice. This ability, autonomy, and
authority varies among Catholic leaders and can be dependent on their supervisors’ training,
experiences and interest in acting as experts for Catholic schools.
Fear. Chapter 4 articulated several participant responses that showed participants feared
addressing controversial or complex issues within their school community. This fear stemmed
from the inability to engage in discussion with supervisors about complex or controversial topics,
fear of being complacent for not pursuing a complex or controversial issue once told the
discussion was not going to happen or was over, and fear of being sanctioned or fired if the
principal was not aligned with their supervisor.
In addition, participants feared that any autonomy they had in completing their own
research and relying on their own cohorts might cause them to misinterpret Church teaching,
particularly in regard to enacting Catholic social teaching within a school. This fear, participants
remarked, increases when the school is facing a controversial or complex issue for the first time
in the school’s history, such as addressing LQBTQ+ or marginalized student issues.
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“Pope Francis has been very clear, there are two genders, male and female. But at
the same time he has also acknowledged, and we acknowledge as well, that high school is
a time of transition, a time for kids trying to figure it out. So how can we…communicate
what our charism and our Catholic values are, and how do we acknowledge that you
know we are an apostolic work of the Church?” (8 PH).
Participants fear breaking the tenets of the Catholic Church when trying to support marginalized
or LQBTQ+ students. A Catholic Education Center that could help navigate the intersection of
supporting students while maintaining the fidelity of Catholic teaching is essential when Catholic
school principals find themselves addressing complex and controversial issues for the first time
within their school community and the specific approach is unclear within Church doctrine.
Participants fear their perceived lack of ability to manage Catholic school employees or
parents, to moderate Catholic school employees seeking clear and transparent answers to
practices and policies, and their own inability to adequately provide answers due to perceived
lack of understanding and clarity themselves. Participants shared that there was simply no place
to voice concerns or to gain clarity that might not also cause the participant to be sanctioned or
fired. In helping manage the cause of their fear, partnerships, particularly those with colleges
and universities that can operate at an arm’s length and provide a level of objectivity, are needed.
For these partnerships to work they must be supported by the existing hierarchy and be able to
demonstrate the ability, autonomy, and authority to support schools and school leaders.
One of the main fears for participants – the fear of censure or termination – often causes
them to remain quiet about perceived injustices or consider leaving Catholic education altogether
(due to expressing their views and having their employment terminated or leaving preemptively
before employment was terminated). The need for a Catholic Education Center is clear when
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listening to the depth of fear the participants have for themselves but also their peers. The data
shows that this fear is universally experienced by participants at all grade-levels and positions.
Participants feel there is not a support system to help navigate these fears in a way that allows for
them to both meet their conscience but also to meet the tenets of the faith when they do not fully
understand the nuances, or grey area, within the interpretation of what Gospel values look like in
day-to-day interactions.
The Case for Ability, Autonomy, Authority
Analysis of participant data and artifacts collected in this work revealed that a Catholic
school principal requires the ability, autonomy, and authority to perform their role as leader of
the school community, and to ensure this, they would benefit from the support of an expert third
party. That third party support also must have the ability, autonomy, and authority to help guide
a Catholic School principal dealing with complex and controversial issues and the ability,
autonomy, and authority to support the principal. Within the current hierarchy, this ability,
autonomy, and authority must be granted to the third party by the bishop. The need for ability,
autonomy, and authority to be granted to both the principal and the third party support was one
of the greatest surprises in the data analysis process. Participants feared utilizing a third party
Catholic Education Center (CEC) without those elements may add to their workload by
increasing the bureaucratic hoops they would need to jump through. A CEC would then
potentially hinder their ability to complete the duties of their position within a Catholic school if
views contrary to the hierarchy were recommended.
It became clear in completing this study that the current level of support for Catholic
school principals needed to address complex and controversial issues that Catholic school
principals are urgently facing, is insufficient. Currently, the Bishop must sanction a third party to
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grant them the ability, autonomy, and authority to help guide Catholic schools. Research shows
that utilizing a Catholic Education Center without this sanction can further complicate the
decision-making process for Catholic school principals rather than provide the support needed.
The need for support within the hierarchy leads this researcher to believe that Catholic colleges
and universities are uniquely positioned to provide the needed support as they already exist
within the hierarchical structure.
Ability. The principal must have the ability to recognize and understand the Catholic
values inherent in a situation, the autonomy to seek whatever guidance may be needed, and then
the authority to incorporate their informed understanding into decisions affecting the school
community. The principal must have the skill level, knowledge, and training to address all
elements of their job including how to address complex and controversial issues when they arise.
This ability may come from previous training or may need to be acquired from third party
supports. Catholic colleges and universities already provide coursework, leadership
opportunities, and participation within consortiums to their student body. I would argue that
incorporating a program where Catholic school educators could partner with the local Catholic
college or university to gain or refine these skills and understandings would help provide
Catholic school principals with support, and benefit the Catholic college or university by
extending its clientele and branding itself as an leader within Catholic education by providing a
much needed service to local Catholic school communities.
Autonomy. Autonomy grants a Catholic school principal freedom to address matters
pertaining to the school community in a way that incorporates the unique values and interests of
his/her specific school community. However, participants identified two specific issues: the
variation that exists within interpreting the context of guiding documents, such as mission
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statements and teachings of the Catholic church, and a lack of knowledge in how to make an
educated decision about complex and controversial issues that is both supported by research and
by Church doctrine. Again, I propose that Catholic colleges and universities have existing
programs with expert staff and resources to offer training and support for Catholic school
principals. They could guide principals on how to vet sources and research complex and
controversial issues that include the lens of Catholic doctrine. In light of this pre-existing
capacity, it appears that Catholic colleges and universities could be a logical location for a
Catholic Education Center.
Authority. Authority is the power to make and execute decisions that are in the best
interest of his/her school community within the scope of the principal’s articulated role. As
shown in both the literature and participant responses, Catholic school principals have limited
ability, autonomy, and authority to complete the duties of their position primarily due to the
hierarchical structure of the Catholic Church as the structure applies to Catholic school principals
(Cook & Durow, 2008; McDonough 2010; Walbank 2012). The authority to teach and inform
college or university students around Catholic doctrine and Catholic Social Teaching and how it
intersects the secular and spiritual world already exists within Catholic colleges and universities
through undergraduate and graduate coursework within Theology departments. The staff and
coursework already exist within the institution and is approved by the overseeing order and by
the arch/bishops within the dioceses where the Catholic college or university are located. I
propose that an extension of this same type of faith development that is provided for traditional
college-aged students or those seeking graduated degrees in Theology could be developed for
Catholic school principals. The development of such an extension of coursework for Catholic
school principals would, by the definition presented in this research study, be an element of a
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Catholic Education Center designed to help the principals develop while under the guidance of
experts (university professors) such that the principals become authorized to make decisions
regarding complex and controversial issues that meet the needs of the students within the
principal’s Catholic school communities but also stay true to Church teaching.
This study proposes a possible solution that both honors the hierarchical structure while
offering support for Catholic school principals. From the lens of the participants, Catholic
school principals can find themselves in situations where issues arise and their direct supervisors
do not have the training and experience to address the issues within a Catholic school
community. These issues often require informed decision-making and determine whether the
principal can provide a welcoming environment for all the students while holding true to tenets
of the faith. Unless the principal has in-depth theological training, complex or controversial
issues new to the school community may require the principal to seek support to meet the needs
of the school community while ensuring the integrity of the Catholic faith.
The foundation of Catholic education is rooted in the Gospels (Borrero, 2010; Leahy &
McShane, 2011; Montejano, 2010; O’Keefe, 2011). When complex and controversial issues
arise, particularly for the first time in the history of a Catholic school community or arch/diocese,
there can be a lack of experts with the knowledge, ability, autonomy, and authority to offer
guidance to a principal on how to address those issues. Further, there is not a Catholic School
Source Book equivalent that could act as a resource for a Catholic school principal the same way
that the Catholic Source Book acts for the general Catholic population regarding matters of faith.
Further, the hierarchical structure of Catholic schools potentially adds an additional layer of
difficulty if the Catholic school principal’s supervisor does not have the pedagogical training and
experience to find the best way to apply Catholic ideals and values to all situations that the
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Catholic educator may encounter (Borrero, 2010; Leahy & McShane, 2011; Montejano, 2010;
O’Keefe, 2011).
Implications for Practice
Catholic Education Center. In order for a Catholic Education Center (CEC) to be an
effective support for Catholic school principals, Catholic Education Centers must advise and
empower the Catholic school principals with the ability, autonomy, and authority to do the job
that is needed for their particular school communities. In addition, the Catholic Education
Center must have the recognition and approval of the bishop, as an approved and competent third
party support. The only way for a CEC to effectively function with the hierarchy of the Church
is for it to be granted the ability, autonomy, and authority to guide Catholic schools and in being
granted such, become a sanctioned member within that hierarchy.
As shown in the literature and echoed in participant interviews, Catholic school
principals balance the secular requirements of running a school, with a charge to infuse Gospel
values within every aspect of a Catholic school’s curriculum (Borrero, 2010; Montejano, 2010).
In order to effectively balance both the secular and spiritual needs of the school community (Lee,
Dedrick, & Smith, 1991; McDonough, 2010), the principal must have the ability, autonomy, and
authority to run the school. If a principal lacks any one of these elements, then a third party
resource, such as a Catholic Education Center, would be able to support and guide the principal
to develop and exercise the missing element (ability, autonomy, authority).
The following five recommendations for a CEC are offered based on the findings of this
research study.
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1) Develop a third party Catholic Education Center that exists within the hierarchical
structure of the Catholic Church with the ability, autonomy, and authority to assist
Catholic school principals
2) Create a Catholic school repository that includes Canon Law, research, precedents,
and best practices for Catholic schools
3) Create a constantly-curated database of Catholic school employees willing to
participate in collegial cohorts, seek and provide peer advice, and participate in
mentoring opportunities
4) Identify and make available experts on the intersection of spiritual and secular
requirements for principals
5) Leverage regional Catholic colleges and universities as Catholic Education Centers
Recommendation 1: Develop a third party Catholic Education Center that exists
within the hierarchical structure of the Catholic Church and is endowed with the ability,
autonomy, and authority to assist Catholic school principals fulfill their duties as a
Catholic school principal.
Participants made it clear that in order to be effective, Catholic school principals need to
have the ability, autonomy, and authority to fulfill the duties of their jobs as principals or
required the help of a third party - which had the ability, autonomy, and authority - to help guide
Catholic school principals with complex or controversial issues. The principal and third party
must possess all three attributes - ability, autonomy and authority – or else the support is not
helpful and barriers associated with the hierarchy prevent the principal from acting upon the
support provided. Principals need support from a third party with expertise in pedagogy, Catholic
Church teaching, and best practices within education. One support without the others leaves the
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principal subject to the same confusion, frustration, and hierarchical impediments that exist
currently in Catholic Education.
For example, if a principal has autonomy and authority but not the ability (skill level,
knowledge, and training) on how to address an issue, he or she will struggle with the day-to-day
operations of the school. Having autonomy and authority will not matter if the principal is
unable to complete the tasks needed to run the school. This could be the lack of skill and
training on how to do the administrative work required of a principal or it could be lack of
knowledge with matters of faith. In either instance, if the principal lacks the ability to lead,
having the autonomy to customize decisions for his or her school community and authority to
execute a decision is moot when one does not know how to initiate change nor recognize that a
decision or change is required. A principal needs to understand how to approach a complex and
controversial issue including executing a decision as their superior expects, understanding the
intersection of secular expectations and spiritual directives, and determining the key tenets for
leading a Catholic school.
If a principal has the ability and autonomy to do something, but lacks the formal authority
to openly share how their school community decided to address a complex or controversial issue,
then there is a lack of transparency that exists. The participants expressed a strong need for
transparency from the supervisors and arch/diocesan DCS, and leaders in religious order schools.
Many felt that a third party might be better equipped to provide consistent and research-based
guidance for addressing complex and controversial issues, provided the third party had the
ability, autonomy and authority to do so. Participants shared that it was common to get different
answers depending on when a supervisor was asked, who was the last person so speak to the
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supervisor, or when asking two different people within the same school community,
arch/diocese, or religious order.
Recommendation 2: Create a Catholic school repository that includes Canon Law,
research, precedents, and best practices for Catholic schools.
Participants also felt that there was a need for a third party to collect and manage a
constantly-curated database that would function as a Catholic school principal research library.
The repository could also be used as a resource when a Catholic school principal was researching
a complex or controversial issue. A Catholic Education Center that continually curates and
maintains a database on Canon Law, research, precedents, and best practices could help aid the
principal in effectively addressing controversial or complex issues especially when their
supervisor may not be trained in educational practices nor open to considerations other than his
(or her) interpretation of Gospel Values. A third party Catholic Education Center would also
help a lay principal work within a hierarchical system in a way that allowed the principal to
follow his or her conscience in seeking more information on areas where the principal was
unsure on how to apply Gospel Values (Olson, 2006).
Recommendation 3: Create a constantly-curated database of Catholic school
employees willing to participate in collegial cohorts, seek and provide peer advice, and
participate in mentoring opportunities.
There is power in a universal approach to addressing complex and controversial issues
within a Catholic school. This power comes from the collective body of Catholic school
principals who act in coordination, if not unison, when addressing controversial or complex
issues. When issues arise that are new to Catholic school principal, having a preexisting
repository of names of principals, schools, and the issues they face across the western United
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States would be a valuable assist in leveraging other Catholic educator’s training and expertise.
Participants expressed the desire to learn from each other’s experiences and having the ability to
speak with others who hold similar positions in similarly structured schools within the western
United States.
A Catholic school research repository would enable participants to exchange thoughts
and ideas, both to ensure that Catholic school principals facing complex and controversial issues
fully understand the parameters of meeting the tenets of faith but also the needs of their students
and community. Participants felt this required true dialogue, free from fear, that allowed the
principal to be transparent in their thought process, investigate point-counterpoint arguments,
and prepare a research-based explanation of decisions they understand and can execute
confidently. There must be an opportunity for Catholic school principals to engage in such
dialogue to both increase their own knowledge base but also to lead their school community
within the parameters of Catholic doctrine.
A third party Catholic Education Center would not be an effective resource for a Catholic
school principal unless the leadership within the hierarchy allowed and agreed that the third party
was a recognized, reliable source in matters pertaining to Catholic school principals. This last
point is key and is cited by the participants as the reason the Department of Catholic Schools
(DCS) within their arch/dioceses are not effectively filling this role because while the DCS exists
and are helpful when the principals and supervisors agree, the DCS have no authority or ability
and the superintendents are not able to make decisions within some of the arch/dioceses in this
study because of how the superintendent’s positions are defined.
Recommendation 4: Identify and make available experts on the intersection of
spiritual and secular requirements for principals.
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Since the hierarchical governance structure of Catholic Schools has remained unchanged
since the mid-1960s (Miller, 2006; Montejano, 2010), identifying specialists with Catholic
school expertise in pedagogy, Catholic Church teaching, and current research around best
practices that were also vetted and acknowledged by Church leaders as certified Catholic school
experts, would be beneficial. These Catholic school specialists could act as resident experts for
processes and practices involving Catholic schools, with particular focus on complex and
controversial issues. Resident experts could be a source of knowledge, clarity, or mediation for
Catholic school principals. The experts’ source of knowledge, clarity, or mediation would come
from the repository described in recommendation 2 above. These experts would act in the
capacity of a resource librarian that acquires documents, artifacts, and lists of people with
specific interests, training, or experiences that would help other Catholic school principals.
These specialists could also be responsible for on-going updating and, as necessary, culling of
the resources to provide a current and customized analysis of pros and cons from existing
literature. Such analysis, combined with the lived experiences of those individuals stored in the
database from recommendation 3, would be a substantial resource for a Catholic school principal
prior to making a decision on a controversial or complex issue. The experts would make clear
and transparent the Church regulations, along with the rationale for those regulations, to apply
when decisions are considered.
Resources from these specialists could help determine if any room for discussion exists
when it comes to gray areas; for example, admitting non-Catholic students and allowing
adjustments to the uniform to accommodate that student’s faith, admitting students whose
parents are gay or transgendered, or admitting students who are gay or transgendered. Further, if
space for discussion does exist, the specialist could define the boundaries of that space. Is it the

128

act of admitting these students that cause a controversial issue or is there something within the
Catholic faith that would be challenged by admitting these students?
Recommendation 5: Leverage regional Catholic colleges and universities as
contributing members of a Catholic Education Center.
Catholic colleges and universities have proven to be key in developing Catholic
Education Centers that focus on students with special needs, provide Catholic pre-school centers,
assist struggling Catholic schools, help middle school students attend post-secondary education,
offer preservice Catholic school teacher training, and provide teachers the ability to work in low
social economic Catholic schools. The success of these other programs can be used to expand
efforts to support principals already employed in a Catholic school. Regional Catholic colleges
and universities already have rich resource libraries, highly trained experts, and the reputations
that lend one to believe they would have authority to vet and recommend approaches to complex
and controversial issues that arise within Catholic schools. Further, groups of Catholic colleges
and universities, such as the University Consortium for Catholic Education, have started the
work of networking Catholic educators for the purpose of furthering Catholic education. Catholic
colleges and universities are not tied to the hierarchical structure that exists with Departments of
Catholic Schools within the arch/dioceses in which the colleges or universities are located, at
least not in the same way. There is a Catholic college or university located within a reasonable
driving distance of each of the seven arch/dioceses that were part of this study. This would allow
the experts from the colleges or universities to come to the Catholic schools and/or allow the
Catholic school principals and supervisors to come to the colleges or universities if in-person
training, resources, or guidance was needed.
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Implications for Future Research
Future research should focus on comparison of the level of support provided to Catholic
schools sponsored by national religious orders, regional religious orders, and arch/diocesan
Catholic schools to see if patterns emerge based on the parent order of a Catholic school.
Further, research into how the hierarchical structure of the parent order relates to the ability,
autonomy, and authority granted to a Catholic school principal would potentially reveal
additional supports that may address controversial issues specific to those religious orders. There
was some mention by participants that one particular religious order granted principals and
middle-level administrators more freedom and guidance than others. This study looked at the
schools in aggregate, therefore these comments were outside the scope and therefore not
investigated.
Another area for future study would be a comparison of the mission statements of the
individual schools as compared with the arch/diocesan mission statements. Might some of the
frustration when it comes to support for complex and controversial decision-making be identified
in differences in the foci of the mission statements? If there are different areas of emphasis
identified as the key points in the mission statements, this might identify the disconnect and
clarify some of the confusion about what is driving the decisions. In addition, looking at how
much knowledge the principal has about the school’s mission statement, and to what extent (if
any) the principal uses the mission statement as a tool in implementing school practice and
policy might shed light on where frustrations are rooted.
Some schools reported that there were little to no changes in the type of complex or
controversial issues that the principal needed to address within their school community, with the
exception of how to provide education during the COVID pandemic. These schools have not yet
had any applicants, students, or staff members who (openly) identify as LBGQT+ or who come
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from marginalized groups. An investigation into whether these Catholic school communities
were, and in some cases still are, cultural enclaves might provide some insight into these school
communities and the lack of complex or controversial issues that have arisen.
Another area for research would be a comparison of the Department of Catholic Schools
(DCS) within each of the arch/dioceses. What are the DCS employees’ perspective on how much
ability, autonomy, and authority the DCS has within the arch/diocese? What is the consistency
of services offered? How many employees work in each DCS office? And in what capacity do
the employees serve? Did the DCS employees work as principals or teachers within the
arch/diocese before working for the DCS? Was there any specific training or degrees required
that ensured DCS employees have a certain level of background knowledge in pedagogy,
theology and Catholic education?
Finally, an investigation into the openness of Catholic colleges and universities’ School
of Education and Theology departments to the feasibility of creating a Catholic Education Center
in support of current Catholic school principals and the communities they serve is needed.
Whether there is interest in expanding the colleges’ or universities’ outreach would be a critical
understanding given the findings of this study.
Limitations
This research study was limited first and foremost by the small window of time available
to collect, code, and analyze the data while adhering to program timelines. In light of this, a
smaller sample size was chosen. The researcher interviewed twenty-two participants across
seven arch/dioceses within the set time period. This small sample size, coupled with the openended nature of the interview questions and the ability to adjust program design as encouraged
by the case study design, may affect the generalizability of the study.
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In addition, participants were selected through purposeful sampling to participate in semistructured interviews. This allowed the participants to share information from their perspective
with limited cross checking on how their perspective was formed short of what was disclosed
through the course of the interview or artifact analysis. This could limit the depth of
understanding the researcher could gain regarding factors impacting their lived experiences.
Further, since seven arch/dioceses were part of the same single case study, there may be
variations in each presiding bishop’s view of Catholic education. While that viewpoint may be of
great influence in how a participant interprets terms or experienced their role within a Catholic
school, the bishop’s view of Catholic education was outside the scope of this research study.
Variations in how traditional, conservative, or progressive each bishop is perceived to be may
also influence participants’ experiences, but without further research, these influences will not be
immediately evident unless it was offered by participants during interviews or discovered
through document analysis.
Elite bias may interfere if one participant appeared more versed in his/her answers than
another participant. The issue arises if the data from participants with seemingly deeper
knowledge is privileged by the researcher more than participants providing less in-depth answers
(Miles et al, 2020). Personal bias, too, may have affected the results of this study given the
researcher has worked in Catholic schools for 24 years. Steps were taken to greatly minimize or
eliminate the researcher’s biases from influencing the data analysis (bracketing) as described in
the data analyses section of this paper (including triangulation, member checks, numerous
iterative returns to the transcripts and two-cycle coding including code-mapping). Personal bias
can lead to the researcher “going native” (Miles et al., 2020, p. 289), especially if the researcher
begins to identify with the perceptions and experiences of the participants.
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The need for anonymity with the participants in this study made cross comparisons
between grade-level, arch/diocesan versus religious order schools, and locations unable to be
examined further. Participants reported a fear of repercussion if their school or they were
identified and several openly couched their responses when answering interview questions.
Last but not least, modifications in the interview process could have impacted the rapport
and pacing of the interview sessions. The initial interview and member check were conducted
either via Zoom or by emails in order to stay in compliance with COVID- 19 restrictions and
social distancing requirements. There was a travel ban in place during the research collection
phase of this study. The travel ban was issued by Governor Kate Brown for the State of Oregon
and since this is where the researcher lives, the researcher was unable to travel outside of the
state to conduct in-person interviews as originally planned.
Conclusion
Participants identified the need for a third party Catholic Education Center (CEC) that
has expertise in pedagogy, Catholic Church teaching, and best practices within education which
could act as a resource for Catholic school principals when making a complex or controversial
decision. However, in order to fill the gap that exists for the current level of support for Catholic
school principals, a CEC must have the ability, autonomy and authority to provide guidance on
complex and controversial issues. In order for the CEC to have the ability, autonomy and
authority, the CEC must be recognized and sanctioned by leaders within the hierarchy,
essentially appointing the CEC as the expert for Catholic schools.
Participant responses indicated that a third party CEC that provides a repository of
documents, artifacts, and names of Catholic school personnel while also providing experts on the
intersection of spiritual and secular requirements for principals would be a welcomed support. In
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addition, a few participants felt that Catholic colleges and universities might be an appropriate
host or sponsor for Catholic Education Centers.
By providing Catholic school principals options when they are faced with either having
to comply with supervisors’ decisions (or lack of) or risk censure or termination for not
complying, the perceived impact of a Catholic Education Center was favorable provided the
CEC had the ability, autonomy, and authority to be of help and was not just another layer of
bureaucracy.
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Appendix 1
Conversations and Collaborations for American Catholic schools 1990-2013
1990

Catholic universities began developing Catholic education training programs for
preservice teachers (Davies & Kennedy, 2009).

1993

University of Notre Dame begins the Alliance for Catholic Education (ACE), a
collaboration between under-resourced K-12 Catholic schools, ACE program focuses
on training educators, expanding access, enhancing school vitality, and conducting
research on school improvement (Mayotte et al., 2013; Notre Dame, 2020, p.1).

1996

University of Dayton opened a Center for Catholic Education which focus on five
characteristics of Marianist education including faith formation, developing quality
education, engaging the family spirit, focus on service, justice and peace instruction,
and ability to adapt (Collopy et al., 2012, Wallace, 1997, p. 92).

1997

Urban Catholic Teacher Corp (UCTC) was founded and focused on teaching, as a
ministry, in the Archdiocese of Boston (Davies & Kennedy, 2009).

1998

Catholic University of America started a special education training program for
teachers that partnered with Catholic schools within the Archdiocese of Washington
DC (Ferguson, 2013; Long, Brown, Nagy-Rado, 2007).

1999

ACE replicated at Seton Hall University, University of Portland, Valparaiso
University, LMU, and Providence College (Davies & Kennedy, 2009)

2002

United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) conducted the Catholic
School Children with Disabilities study (Crowley & Wall, 2007).

2004

Centennial Symposium on the Future of Catholic Education: Strategic Vision for the
Future of Catholic Education in the United States sponsored by the National Catholic
Educational Association (NCEA) identified three themes: leadership of schools and
parish programs, lack of theological knowledge and spiritual leadership, and
engagement with civil society (Cook & Durow, 2008, p. 355; Leahy & McShane,
2011).

2005

United States Conference of Catholic Bishops’ Renewing Our Commitment to Catholic
Elementary and Secondary Schools in the Third Millennium (USCCB, 2005).

2005

Publishing of Five Benchmarks for a Catholic Schools (Miller, 2006).

2005

The University Consortium for Catholic Education (UCCE) officially formed to
exchange information and best practices on Catholic education, spirituality, and
community (Davies & Kennedy, 2009; Mayotte et. Al 2013; Whipp & Scanlan, 2009,
p. 206).

2006

Boston College and St. Columbkille School for a partnership to address educational
leadership, finances, enrollment, student development, curriculum, facilities
management, religious formation (Ferguson, 2013; Whipp & Scanlan, 2009, p. 205)
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2006

NativityMiguel Network of Schools began in the Archdiocese of Washington, DC as a
way to help schools focus on excellence in education for the underserved (Whipp &
Scanlan, 2009, p. 206).

2006

The Notre Dame Magnificat Schools is a partnership between the University of
Notre Dame and three urban Catholic schools located in Chicago, South Bend,
and Washington, D.C. to address areas of leadership, academic quality, financial
management, vitality (Cook & Durow, 2008; Dallavis & Johnstone, 2009, p. 228;
Ferguson, 2013, Whipp & Scanlan, 2009, p. 206)

2007

Inaugural CHEC Summit: Dialogue on Catholic Schools hosted by Carnegie
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching (first of six to be held at Catholic
colleges and universities seek new ways to partner with K-12 Catholic schools.
(Maney, Scanlan & Goldschmidt, 2013; Montejano, 2010)

2007

Boston College forms the Center for Catholic Education to work in partnership with
Catholic PreK-12 schools in the areas of research, teaching, and outreach (Leahy &
McShane, 2011).

2009

Catholic Higher Education Collaboration conference (CHEC) held at Loyola
Marymount University and University of San Francisco on Catholic schools and the
Immigrant Church: Lessons from the Past and a Bridge to the Future (Maney et al.
2013; Montejano, 2010).

2009

Loyola University Chicago held a conference on Developing and Sustaining Leaders
for Catholic Schools: How Can Catholic Higher Education Help? (Maney et al. 2013).

2010

Boston College and Fordham University held a conference on Catholic Schools as
Schools of Academic Excellence: How Can Catholic Higher Education Help? (Maney
et al. 2013).

2010

University of St. Thomas and St. Mary’s University of Minnesota’s GRACE program
combined with the UCCE (Davies & Kennedy, 2009).

2011

The Catholic University of America and St. John’s University host the Conference on
the Catholic Identity of Catholic Elementary and Secondary Schools (Maney et al.
2013).

2011

University of Dayton’s Urban Childhood Development Center and six Dayton Catholic
elementary schools partner to respond to changing needs of the community and to
engage in important community outreach (Ferguson, 2013).

2012

Marquette University hosts How Can Institutions of Higher Education Support
Dynamic Governance Structures in P-12 Catholic Schools (Maney et al. 2013).

2012

Publication of National Standards and Benchmarks for Effective Catholic Elementary
and Secondary Schools which contains research based criteria for mission driven
program effective well-managed governed Catholic schools (Ozar & Weitzel-O’Neill,
2012, p. 157).
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2013

University of Notre Dame hosts Catholic Higher Education Collaborative Conference
(CHEC) on Catholic School Financing which created a collaboration between Catholic
Colleges and Universities and PK-12 schools as a way to lend support for marketing,
teacher prep, school leadership, academic excellence, catechesis, legislative, alumni
data (Maney, Scanlan & Goldschmidt, 2013; Ferguson, 2014 p. 13).
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Appendix 2
AdvancED/Cognia’s Catholic Identity Program Effectiveness Staff Survey
This survey was developed by the following national task force with support from AdvancED:
Lorraine A. Ozar, Ph.D, Loyola University Chicago (Chair); Susan Ferguson, Ed.D., University
of Dayton; Adam Kruekeberg, MBA/MA Pastoral Ministry, Boston College; Kathleen Schwartz,
Ed.D., Diocese of Venice, FL; Patricia Weitzel-O'Neill, Ph.D., Boston College.
The Defining Characteristics of Catholic Schools surveys are designed to serve as an evaluative
tool to measure quality related to the Defining Characteristics of Catholic Schools found in the
National Standards and Benchmarks for Effective Catholic Elementary and Secondary Schools.
The Catholic Program Effectiveness surveys are designed to serve as an evaluative tool to
measure quality related to the National Catholic Standards and Benchmarks for Effective
Catholic Elementary and Secondary Schools.
More resources, tools and information related to use of both the Nine Defining Characteristics of
Effective Catholic Schools and the National Catholic Standards and Benchmarks for Effective
Catholic Elementary and Secondary Schools can be found at www.catholicschoolstandards.org.
Gender
o Male
o Female
Race
o
o
o
o
o
o

American Indian or Alaska Native
Asian
Black or African American
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander
White
Two or more races

Ethnicity
o Hispanic
o Not Hispanic or Latino
Religious Affiliation
o Catholic
o Non-Catholic
Years Affiliated
o Less than 1 year
o 1-4 years
o 5-10 years
o More than 10 years
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Relation to School
o Teacher
o Staff
o Administrator
C. Information About My School
[While this study contains 42 items, only questions # 1,2,3,4 and 15 were utilized for the current
study.]
1. Everyone in the school community - administrators, faculty and staff, students, parents/guardians,
alums, and supporters - knows and understands the school's mission.
2. Everything we do in our school is guided and directed by our mission.
3. Our school mission clearly expresses a commitment to Catholic identity.
4. Our school provides an academically rigorous Catholic religion program, taught by qualified
teachers.
5. In all subjects, teachers help students think critically and ethically about the world around them,
using the lens of Gospel values and Catholic doctrine and beliefs.
6. Our school provides opportunities outside the classroom for student faith formation, and
participation in retreats, prayer, mass, sacraments, and other spiritual experiences.
7. Our school provides opportunities outside the classroom for students to participate in service
activities for social justice.
8. Administrators, faculty, and staff serve as role models of faith and service to students.
9. Our school provides opportunities for faith formation for faculty and staff.
10. Our school provides opportunities for faith formation for parents/guardians and other adult
members of the school community.
11. Our school helps parents/guardians support the faith life of their child.
12. Our school provides opportunities for adult members of the school community to participate in
service activities for social justice.
13. Every adult in the school supports the faith life of the school community.
14. There is a person or group (such as a pastor or a board) who collaborates with the school
administration to make or recommend decisions for the success of the school.
15. A person or group (such as a pastor or a board), in collaboration with the school administration,
takes responsibility for monitoring that the school is faithful to its mission, academically excellent
and sound in its business decisions.
16. Our school administration effectively carries out its responsibilities in the areas of faith
formation and instructional leadership.
17. Our school administration has authority to realize and implement the school's mission and
vision.
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18. Our school administration involves all members of the school community to ensure a school
culture that embodies the mission and vision.
19. Our school administration takes responsibility for development and oversight of school
programs, personnel, and school operations.
20. Our school has a strong culture of collaboration within the school at all levels to advance
excellence.
21. Our school has a clearly articulated rigorous curriculum infused with Gospel values, preparing
students for life and work.
22. In classes in our school, students spend most of the time solving problems, discussing ideas,
creating their own work, reading, writing, speaking, and researching.
23. Curriculum and instruction in our school prepares students to be capable and critical users of
media and technology.
24. Teachers use effective instruction to deliver the curriculum.
25. At our school, teachers use different teaching approaches to meet the diverse needs of all
students.
26. At our school, teachers collaborate systematically and regularly in order to increase student
achievement and improve teaching effectiveness.
27. At our school, all administrators, faculty and staff engage in ongoing professional development.
28. Our school uses standardized and teacher-developed assessments to document student learning
and report the outcomes to parents/guardians.
29. Our school uses the results of standardized and teacher-developed assessments to improve the
curriculum and increase learning.
30. Teachers vary the types of assessments they use to monitor individual and class-wide student
learning.
31. Our school communicates how well students are achieving in comparison to similar students
locally and/or nationally.
32. Our school provides programs and services that help students successfully complete the school
program (for example, guidance and resource programs).
33. Our school provides enriching programs for students to develop their gifts and talents, and
enhance their creative, artistic, social/emotional, physical, and spiritual potential.
34. Our school provides opportunities for parents/guardians to be involved in the education of their
children.
35. Our school's financial plan is the result of a collaborative process including expert advisors.
36. Our school consistently shares its financial plan with the school community.
37. Our school leaders take responsibility for ensuring that the financial plans and budgets are
implemented using best practices.
38. Our school treats all personnel with consistency, fairness, and justice.
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39. Our school maintains and shares plans for managing facilities and equipment.
40. Our school maintains and shares a technology management plan.
41. Our school's facilities, equipment, and technology management plans are designed to enhance
teaching and learning.
42. Our school has an institutional advancement plan, based on our mission, which uses current and
effective strategies for communications, marketing, enrollment management, and development.
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Appendix 3
AdvancEd/Cognia’s Climate and Culture Teacher Staff Survey (2020)

Climate and Culture Teacher Staff Survey
The purpose of this survey is to find out your beliefs and opinions about your school. Read each
question and choose the response that most closely matches your opinion. Please answer each
item honestly. Your responses will be completely confidential.
Gender (Optional):
Male
Female
Race (Optional):
American Indian or Alaska Native
Asian
Black or African American
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander
White
Two or more races
Ethnicity (Optional):
Hispanic
Not Hispanic or Latino
Role:
Teacher
Teaching Assistant
Experience Level:
Less than 1 year
1-3 years
4-10 years
11-20 years
More than 20 years
How long have you been a teacher at this school?
This is my 1st year
2 years
3 years
4 years or more
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Appendix 4
Interview Questions
1.

Tell me about your school. (What makes this school unique? What does this school do
really well?)

2.

What led you to work at this school? (Why this school? Why Catholic education?)

3.

Can you describe a time within the recent past that you or a member of your staff was
unsure about how to approach a complex or controversial issue for fear that the approach
would conflict with Gospel values and Catholic doctrine, and historical precedent?

4.

What happens when complex and controversial issues arise that conflict with Gospel
values, Catholic doctrine, and historical precedent used in the school? Is there a process
for discussing the issues? Is there a resident expert that is consulted?

5.

What happens when there is a conflicting opinions on recommended decisions?

6.

Beyond your immediate school community, are there other resources that are consulted
before making a decision about a complex and controversial issues?

7.

-

People?

-

Artifacts?

-

Other resources?

What recommendations would you have to strengthen and support the future of Catholic
education in your arch/diocese?

8.

Anything else you would like me to know?
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Appendix 5
Email Request for Interview and Consent Form
Dear (Teacher X, Principal X, or Superior X),
My name is Jennifer Gfroerer and I am a doctoral student in the Doctor of Education (EdD) in
learning and leading with a concentration in neuroeducation program at the University of
Portland. I attended 18 years of Catholic schools myself and have worked as both a teacher and
administrator for over 30 years in Catholic education. I am committed to seeking ways to help
Catholic educators thrive in their vocation as Catholic school teachers, principals, and school
supervisors (pastors, heads of religious orders, bishops).
For this reason, I would like to invite you to participate in my research study on the perceived
impact and effect of a third party Catholic Education Center on Catholic school teachers,
principals, and supervisors within the United States. The study will specifically look at
answering the following two research questions:
1. How have Catholic school principals and teachers experienced support around complex
and controversial issues when conflicting viewpoints exist between school and Church
leadership?
2. How have participants perceived Catholic Education Centers as a support system for
Catholic school principals and teachers?
Specifically, I am asking to interview you regarding your thoughts and experiences on the two
research questions. Because I know it can be delicate to participate in an interview about your
current place of employment, I will take every precaution to ensure that your experiences are
represented accurately and that your individual participation is kept confidential. You will be
provided a copy of the interview questions in advance and will be provided with a copy of the
transcript after the interview to ensure my findings and interpretations accurately matched your
answers or intended answers before your interview is used in this research study.
I am hoping to conduct face-to-face interviews at a time that works with both of our schedules
and with the other participants in your dioceses since I will need to arrange travel to your
location. However, I am open to a Zoom interview if you prefer or if social distancing
regulations are still in place on the date the interview is scheduled to occur.
If you are willing to be interviewed for the purpose of helping Catholic school principals thrive
in their vocation as Catholic school teachers, principals, and school supervisors (pastors, heads of
religious orders, bishops), please sign and return the consent form by August XX. Once I
receive your consent, I will send you a copy of the interview questions so that you have the
opportunity to review them in advance of the interview.
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Your participation is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your
relationship with University of Portland (?). If you decide to participate, you are free to
withdraw your consent and discontinue participation at any time without penalty.
If you have any questions about the study, please feel free to contact Jennifer Gfroerer at
gfroerer19@up.edu or my faculty advisor Dr. Randy Hetherington at hetherin@up.ed. If you
have questions regarding your rights as a research subject, please contact the IRB
(IRB@up.edu). You will be offered a copy of this form to keep.
Your signature indicates that you have read and understand the information provided above, that
you willingly agree to participate, that you may withdraw your consent at any time and
discontinue participation without penalty, that you will receive a copy of this form, and that you
are not waiving any legal claims.
I, ________________________, understand the implications of this research project and agree /
do not agree (circle one) to participate in this study.
Signature: ____________________________________________ Date: ___________________

Thank you so much for your consideration, in advance, and I look forward to hearing from you.

Sincerely,

Jennifer Gfroerer
Doctoral Candidate
University of Portland
503-848-5634
Gfroerer19@up.edu
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Appendix 6
Email Request for Member Check and Consent Form
Dear (Teacher X, Principal X, or Superior X),
Dear ____________________,
Thank you for letting me interview you and for your patience while we figured out the Zoom
issues.
I have attached the verbatim transcript of the interview. Please review the transcript to ensure
the accuracy of the transcription. Once I have received confirmation that the transcript is correct,
with any changes that need to made to preserve transcript accuracy, your responses will be added
to the data for the study.
Please know that I will take every precaution to ensure that your experiences are represented
accurately and that your individual participation and the name of your school/diocese are kept
confidential in preparation of the dissertation document.
In returning the transcript with any required changes you are stipulating that your participation in
the study and responses provided were done with the approval of your supervisor where such
approval is necessary and required by your organization or diocese.
I, ________________________, have reviewed the transcript of the interview and agree / do not
agree (circle one) the transcript accurately matched my answers or intended answers and may be
used as part of this research study.
In the case that edits are needed, I have provided the edits and agree / do not agree (circle
one) the researcher may use of the transcript with the edits applied. ___ (initial)
In addition, my supervisor is aware of my participation in this study and that supervisory
permission for my responses to be included, where necessary, has been given. ___ (initial)
Signature: ____________________________________________ Date: ___________________
Thank you, again, for allowing me to interview you.
Sincerely,
Jennifer Gfroerer
Doctoral Candidate
University of Portland
503-848-5634
Gfroerer19@up.edu

